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About This Book 

The Wild Palmt runs contrary to the main stream of 
^ Faulkner’s work m that it attempts to deal with contem* 
porary problems, apart from the body of tradition and 
myth that is involved in the author’s usual Mississippi 
locale C'Yoknapatawpha G)unty”). Its mtse en scene 
shifts from the Gulf Coast to New Orleans to Chicago, 
Utah and back again. In essence it is a story of city- 
dwellers (as opposed to Faulkner’s usual town-dwellers), 
of individuals who refuse to conform to any tradition 
except that of love — ^who divorce themselves voluntarily 
from all ties of custom, home and background in their 
search for freedom. The hero leaves his hospital fob 
before his internship has been completed, and the hero- 
ine her husband and children, to build a relationship 
they can believe in. However, the love of Harry and 
Charlotte is doomed from the start— theirs is a tragedy 
of love in a modern world that does not recognize love, 
of the individual against society — as was the love of 
Frederic and Catherine in Hemingway’s A farewell to 
Arms (x Dook which bears many parallels to The Wild 
Palms, but which is probably less philosophic, less starkly 
inevitable in its pure tragedy) . Because of its emphasis 
^ O'- *His theme. The Wild Palms is probably the least com- 
novels and may lead Ae reader to an 
' mteresv m tne more concentrated and mythical episodes 
of the saga — such as The Sound and the Fury and As I 
Lay Dying, 

The Wild Palms was originally published as two dis- 
parate stories running side by side. Malcolm Cowley 
(who reprinted the second ^isode. The Old Man, in his 
Viking Portable) said originally: "Except that both of 
them end in the Mississippi State prison there h no 
logical connection between the two stories.” lie fdt 
that diey gain by standing alone. Consequently the tiUb 
story is here r^rinted in its entiteQr. 
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The knocking sounded again, at once discreet and per- 
emptory, while the doctor was descending the stairs, the 
flashlight’s beam lancing on before him down the brown- 
stained stairwell and into the brown-stained tongue-and- 
groove box of the lower hall. It was a beach cottage, even 
though of two stories, and lighted by oil lamps— or an oil 
lamp, which his wife had carried up stairs with them 
after supper. And the doctor wore a night shirt to©, not 
pajamas, for the same reason that he smoked the pipe 
which he had never learned and knew that he would 
never learn to like, between the occasional cigar which 
clients gave him in the intervals of Sundays on which he 
smoked the three cigars which he felt he could buy for 
himself even though he owned the beach cottage as well 
as the one next door to it and the one, the residence with 
electricity and plastered walls, in the village four miles 
away. Because he was now forty-eight years old and he 
had been sixteen and eighteen and twenty at the time 
when his father could tell him (and he believe it) that 
cigarettes and pajamas were for dudes and women. 

It was after midnight, though not much. He could tell 
that, even apart from the wind, the taste and smell and 
feel of wind even here behind the closed and locked 
doors and shutters. Because he had been born here, on 
this coast though not in this house but in the other, the 
residence in town, and had lived here all his life, includ- 
ing the four years at the State University’s medical school 
and the two years as an intern in New Orleans where (a 
thick man even when young, with thick soft woman’s 
hands, who should never have been a doctor at all, who 
even after the six more or less metropolitan years looked 
out from a provincial and insulated amazement at his 
classmates and fellows: the lean young men swaggering 
in their drill jackets on which— to him— they wore the 
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myriad anonymous faces of the probationer nurses with 
a ruthless and assured braggadocio like decorations, like 
flower trophies) he had sickened for it. So he graduated, 
nearer the foot of the class than the head though not at 
either, and came home and within the year married the 
wife his father had picked out for him and within four 
years owned the house w^hich his father had built and 
assumed the practice which his father had created, losing 
nothing from it and adding nothing to it, and within 
ten years owned not only the beach house where he an4 
his wife spent their childless summers but the adjoining 
property as well, which he rented to summer visitors or' 
even parties— picnickers or fishermen. On the evening of 
the wedding he and his wife went to New Orleans and 
spent two days in a hotel room, though they never had a 
honeymoon. And though they had slept in the same bed 
for twenty-three years now they still had no children. 

But even apart from the wind he could still tell the 
a|)proximate time by the staling smell of gumbo now 
cold in the big earthen pot on the cold stove beyond the 
flimsy kitchen wall — the big pot of it which his wife had 
made that morning in order to send some over to their 
neighbors and renters in the next house: the man and 
the w'oman who four days ago had rented the cottage and 
who probably did not even know that the donors of the 
gumbo were not only neighbors but landlords too— the 
dark-haired woman with queer hard yellow eyes in a 
face whose skin was drawn thin over prominent cheek- 
bones and a heavy jaw (the doctor called it sullen at 
first, then he called it afraid), young, who sat all day 
long in a new cheap beach chair facing the water, in a 
worn sweater and a pair of faded jean pants and canvas 
shoes, not reading, not doing anything, just sitting there 
in that complete immobility which the doctor (or the 
doctor in the Doctor) did not need the corroboration of 
the drawn quality of the skin and the blank inverted fix- 
ity of the apparently unseeing eyes to recognise at once 
—that complete immobile abstraction from which even 
pain and terror are absent, in which a living creature 
seems to listen to and even watch some one of its own 



flagging organs, the heart say, the secret irreparable seep- 
ing of blood; and the man young too, in a pair of dis- 
reputable khaki slacks and a sleeveless jersey undershirt 
and no hat in a region whexe even young people believed 
the summer sun to be fatal, seen usually walking bare- 
foot along the beach at tide-edge, returning with a faggot 
of driftwood strapped into a belt, passing the immobile 
woman in the beach chair with no sign from her, no 
movement of the head or peihaps even of the eyes. 

But it was not the heart, the doctor told himself. He 
decided that on the first day from where, without intend- 
ing to eavesdrop, he watched the woman through the 
screen of oleander bushes which separated the two lots. 
Yet this very postulation of what it was not seemed to 
him to contain the secret, the answer. It seemed to him 
that he saw the truth already, the shadowy indefinite 
shape of truth, as though he were separated from the 
truth only by a veil just as he was separated from the 
living woman by the screen of oleander leaves. He was 
not eavesdropping, not spying; perhaps he thought, I 
will haxje plenty of thne in which to learn just which or* 
gan it is she is listening to; they haxfe paid their rent for 
two weeks (perhaps at that time also the doctor in the 
Doctor knowing that it would not require weeks but just 
days) , thinking how if she should need assistance it 
would be fortunate that he, the landlord, was also a doc- 
tor until it occurred to him that since they probably did 
not even know he was the landlord, they would probably 
not know either that he was a doctor. 

The real estate agent told him over the telephone of 
the renting of the house. ‘‘She's got on pants," the agent 
said. “I mean, not these ladies' slacks but pants, man's 
pants. I mean, they are too little for her in just exactly 
the right places any man would want to see them too 
little but no woman would unless she had them on her- 
self. I reckon Miss Martha aint going to like that much." 

"That will be all right with her if they pay their rent 
on time," the doctor said. 

"No damn fear,” the agent said. "I saw to that. 1 aint 
been in this business this long for nothing. I said, ‘It will 
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have to be in advance/ and he said, ‘All right. All right. 
How much?' like he was Vanderbilt or somebody, in 
them dirty fishing pants and nothing but an undershirt 
under his coat, hauling the wad of money out and one 
of the bills wasn’t but a ten and I just gave him ten 
change back out of the other one and there wasn't but 
two of them to begin with and I says ‘Of course if you 
want to take the house like it is, with just what furniture 
is in it now, you can get out pretty cheap/ and he says 
‘All right. All right. How much?' I believe I could have 
got more than I did because if you ask me he dont want 
any furniture, all he wants is four walls to get inside of 
and a door to close afterward. She never even got out of 
the taxi. She just sat there, waiting, in them pants that 
was just exactly too little for her in just exactly the right 
places.” The voice ceased; the doctor’s head filled now 
with suspended wirehum, the rising inflection of a risible 
silence, so that he said almost sharply: 

“Well? Do they want more furniture or not? There’s 
nothing in the house but one bed, and the mattress on it 
aint— ” 

“No, no, they dont want any more. I told him the 
house had a bed and a stove in it, and they had a chair 
with them— one of these canvas ones that fold up in the 
taxi along with the grip. So they are all fixed.” Now that 
suspension of silent laughing filled the doctor’s head 
again. 

“Well?” the doctor said. “What is it? What's the mat^^ 
ter with you?” though he seemed to know already, be- 
fore the other spoke, what the voice would say: 

“I reckon Miss Martha is going to have something that 
will set heavier on her stomach than them pants even. I 
dont think they are married. Oh, he says they are and I 
dont think he is lying about her and maybe he aint even 
lying about himself. The trouble is, they aint married to 
each other, she ain't married to him. Because I can smell 
a husband. Show me a woman I never saw before on the 
streets of Mobile or New Orleans either and I can smell 
whether—” 

They took possession that afternoon of the cottage, the 
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shack, which contained the one bed whose springs ana 
mattress were not very good, and the stove with its one 
frying pan incrusted by generations of cooking fish, and 
the coffee pot and the meager collection of mismatched 
iron spoons and forks and knives and cracked cups and 
saucers and drinking vessels which had once been con- 
tainers of bought jams and jellies, and the new beach 
chair in which the woman lay all day long apparently 
watching the palm fronds clashing with their wild dry 
bitter sound against the bright glitter of the water while 
the man carried driftwood into the kitchen. Two morn- 
ings ago the milk wagon which made the beach route 
stopped there and the doctor's wife saw the man once 
returning up the beach from a small grocery store owned 
by a Portuguese ex-fisherman, carrying a loaf of bread 
and a bulky paper sack. And she told the doctor about 
watching him cleaning (or trying to clean) a mess of 
fish at the kitchen steps, told the doctor about it with 
bitter and outraged conviction— a shapeless womarc yet 
not fat, not anywhere near as plump as the doctor him- 
self, who had begun to turn gray all over about ten years 
ago, as if hair and complexion both were being subtly 
altered, along with the shade of her eyes, by the color of 
the house dresses which she apparently chose to match 
them. "“And a mess of it he was makingl" she cried. “A 
mess outside the kitchen and a mess on the stove too 
probably!” 

“Maybe she can cook,” the doctor said mildly. 

“Where, how? Sitting out there in the yard? When he 
carries stove and all out to her?” But even that was not 
the real outrage, though she did not say so. She did not 
say "They are not married” though it was in both their 
minds. They both knew that, once it was said aloud be- 
tween them, he would turn the renters out. Yet they both 
refused to say it and for more reason than because when 
he turned them out he would feel conscience-bound to 
return the rent money; more than this on his part any- 
way, who was thinking They had only twenty dollars. 
And that was three days ago* And there is something 
wrong with her, the doctor now speaking louder than the 
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provincial protestant, the Baptist bom. And something 
(perhaps the doctor here too) talking louder than the 
provincial Baptist in her too because this morning she 
waked the doctor, calling him from the window where 
she stood shapeless in the cotton nightgown shaped like 
a shroud and with her gray hair screwed into papers, 
to show him the man coming up the beach at sunrise 
with his belted faggot of driftwood. And when he (the 
doctor) came home at noon she had the gumbo made, an 
enormous quantity of it, enough for a dozen people, 
made with that grim Samaritan husbandry of good 
women, as if she took a grim and vindictive and mas- 
ochistic pleasure in the fact that the Samaritan deed 
would be performed at the price of its remainder which 
would sit invincible and inexhaustible on the stove while 
days accumulated and passed, to be warmed and re- 
warmed and then rewarmed until consumed by two 
people who did not even like it, who born and bred in 
sight of the sea had for taste in fish a predilection for the 
tuna, the salmon, the sardines bought in cans, immolated 
and embalmed three thousand miles away in the oil of 
machinery and commerce. 

He delivered the bowl himself— a shortish fattish un- 
tidy man with linen not quite fresh, sidling a little clum- 
sily through the oleander hedge with the bowl covered 
by a yet-creased (and not yet even laundered, it was that 
new) linen napkin, lending an air of awkward kindli- 
ness even to the symbol which he carried of the uncom- 
promising Christian deed performed not with sincerity 
or pity but through duty— and lowered it (she had not 
risen from the chair nor moved save the hard cat's eyes) 
as if the bowl contained nitro-glycerin, the fattish un- 
shaven mask beaming foolishly but behind the mask the 
eyes of the doctor within the Doctor shrewd, missing 
nothing, examining without smiling and without diffi- 
dence the face of the woman who was not thin but actu- 
ally gaunt, thinking Yes. A degj^ee or two. Perhaps three. 
But not the heart then w&king, rousing, to find the 
blank feral eyes staring at him, whom to his certain 
knowledge they could scarcely have seen before, with 



profound and illimitable hatred. It was quite imper- 
sonal, as when the person in whom joy already exists 
looks out at any post or tree with pleasure and happi- 
ness. He (the doctor) was without vanity; it was not at 
him the hatred was directed. Itfs at the whole human 
race, he thought. Or no, no. Wait, PTait— the veil about 
to break, the cogs of deduction about to mesh— ATof at 
the race of mankind but at the race of man, the mascu* 
line. But why? Why? His wife would have noticed the 
faint mark of the absent wedding ring, but he, the doc- 
tor, saw more than that: She has borne children, he 
thought. One, anyway; I would stake my degree on that. 
And if Gofer (he was the agent) is right about his not 
being her husband — and he should be, should be able to 
tell, smell, as he says, since he is apparently in the busi- 
ness of renting beach cottages for the same reason or 
under the same compulsion, vicarious need, which drives 
certain people in the cities to equip and supply rooms to 
clandestine and fictitious names, , . . Say she had come 
to hate the race of men enough to desert husband and 
children; good. Yet, to have gone not only to another 
man, but to live apparently in penury, and herself sick, 
really sick. Or to haxje deserted husband and children for 
another man and poverty, and then to have— to have— to 
, . , He could feel, hear them: the cogs, clicking, going 
fast; he felt a need for terrific haste in order to keep up, 
a premonition that the final cog would click and the bell 
of comprehension ring and he would not be quite near 
enough to see and hear: Yes, Yes, What is it that man as 
a race can have done to her that she would look upon 
such a manifestation of it as I, whom she has never seen 
before and would not look at twice if she had, with that 
same hatred through which he must walk each time he 
comes up from the beach with an armful of firewood to 
cook the very food which she eats? 

She did not even offer to take the dish from him. “It’s 
not soup, it's gumbo,’* he said. “My wife made it. She— 
we . . .** She did not move, looking at him as he stooped 
fatly in his crumpled seersucker, with the careful tray; 
he did not even hear the man until she spoke to him. 
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“Thanks/* she said. “Take it into the house, Harry/* 
Now she was not even looking at the doctor any more. 
“Thank your wife,” she said. 

He was thinking about his two tenants as he descended 
the stairs behind the jerking pencil of light, into the 
staling odor of gumbo in the lower hall, toward the door, 
the knocking. It was from no presentiment, premonition 
that the knocker was the man named Harry. It was be- 
cause he had thought of nothing else for four days — this 
snuffy middleaging man in the archaic sleeping garment 
now become one of the national props of comedy, roused 
from slumber in the stale bed of his childless wife and 
already thinking of (perhaps having been dreaming of) 
the profound and distracted blaze of objectless hatred in 
the strange woman’s eyes; and he again with that sense 
of imminence, of being just beyond a veil from some- 
thing, of groping just without the veil and even touching 
but not quite, almost seeing but not quite, the shape of 
truth, so that without being aware of it he stopped dead 
on the stairs in his old-fashioned list slippers, thinking 
swiftly: Yes, Yes, Something xvhich the entire race of men, 
males, has done to her or she believes has done to her. 

The knocking came again now, as if the knocker 
had become aware that he had stopped through some 
alteration of the torch’s beam seen beneath the door it- 
self and now began to knock again with that diffident in- 
sistence of a stranger seeking aid late at night, and the 
doctor moved again, not in response to the renewed 
knocking, who had had no presentiment, but as though 
the renewal of the knocking had merely coincided with 
the recurrent old stale impasse of the four days* baffle- 
ment and groping, capitulant and recapitulant; as 
though instinct perhaps moved him again, the body 
capable of motion, not the intellect, believing that phy- 
sical advancement might bring him nearer the veil at the 
instant when it would part and reveal in inviolable iso- 
lation that truth which he almost touched. So it was 
without premonition that he opened the door and 
peered out, bringing the torch’s beam on the knocker. 
It was the man called Harry. He stood there in the dark- 
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ness, in the strong steady «eawind filled with the dry 
dashing of invisible palm fronds, as the doctor had al- 
ways seen him, in the soiled ducks and the sleeveless 
undershirt, murmuring the conventional amenities about 
the hour and the need, asking to use the telephone while 
the doctor, his nightshirt streaming about his flabby 
calves, peered at the caller and thought in a fierce surge 
of triumph: Now 1 am going to find out what it is, “Yes,** 
he said, “you wont need the telephone. I am a doctor 
myself.** 

“Oh,** the other said. “Can you come at once?** 

“Yes. Just let me slip on my pants. What*s the trou- 
ble? So I shall know what to bring.** 

For an instant the other hesitated; this familiar to the 
doctor too who had seen it before and believed he knew 
its source: that innate and ineradicable instinct of man- 
kind to attempt to conceal some of the truth even from 
the doctor or lawyer for whose skill and knowledge they 
are paying. “She*s bleeding,** he said. “What will your 
fee-^*' 

But the doctor did not notice this. He was talking to 
himself: Ah, Yes, Why didn*t / . . , Lungs, of course. 
Why didn't I think of that? “Yes,** he said. “Will you 
wait here? Or perhaps inside? I wont be but a minute.*’ 
“1*11 wait here,** the other said. But the doctor did not 
hear that either. He was already running back up the 
stairs; he trotted into the bedroom where his wife rose on 
one elbow in the bed and watched him struggle into his 
trousers, his shadow, cast by the lamp on the low table 
by the bed, antic on the wall, her shadow also mon- 
strous, gorgonlike from the rigid paper-wrapped twists of 
gray hair above the gray face above the high-necked 
night-dress which also looked gray, as if every garment 
she owned had partaken of that grim iron-color of her 
implacable and invincible morality which, the doctor 
was to realise later, was almost omniscient, “Yes,** he 
said, “bleeding. Probably hemorrhage. Lungs. And why 
in the world I didn’t—" 

•‘More likely he has cut or shot her," she said in a cold 
quiet bitter voice. “Though from the look in her eyes 
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the one time I saw her dose I would have said she would 
be the one to do the cutting and shooting." 

"Nonsense," he said, hunching into his suspenders. 
"Nonsense." Because he was not talking to her now 
either. "Yes. The fool. To bring her here, of all places. 
To sealevel. To the Mississippi coast — Do you want me 
to put out the lamp?" 

"Yes. You'll probably be there a long time if you arc 
going to wait until you are paid." He blew out the lamp 
and descended the stairs again behind the torch. His 
black bag sat on the hall table beside his hat. The man 
Harry still stood just outside the front door. 

"Maybe you better take this now," he said. 

"What?" the doctor said. He paused, looking down, 
bringing the torch to bear on the single banknote in the 
other’s extended hand. Even if he has spent nothing, 
now he will have only fifteen dollars, he thought. "No, 
later," he said. "Maybe we had better hurry." He bustled 
on ahead, following the torch’s dancing beam, trotting 
while the other walked, across his own somewhat shel- 
tered yard and through the dividing oleander hedge and 
so into the full sweep of the unimpeded seawind which 
thrashed among the unseen palms and hissed in the 
harsh salt grass of the unkempt other lot; now he could 
see a dim light in the other house. "Bleeding, hey?" he 
said. It was overcast; the invisible wind blew strong and 
steady among the invisible palms, from the invisible sea 
a harsh steady sound full of the murmur — of surf on the 
outside barrier islands, the spits and scars of sand bas- 
tioned with tossing and shabby pines. "Hemorrhage?" 

"What?" the other said. "Hemorrhage?" 

"No?" the doctor said. "She’s just coughing a little 
blood then? Just spitting a little blood when she coughs, 
eh?" 

"Spitting?" the other said. It was the tone, not the 
words. It was not addressed to the doctor and it was be- 
yond laughter, as if that which it addressed were imper- 
vious to laughter; it was not the doctor who stopped; 
the doctor still trotted onward on his short sedentary 
legs, behind the jolting torch-beam, toward the dim wait- 
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light, it was the Baptist, the provincial, who seemed 
^ , pause while the man, not the doctor now, thought not 
pin shock but in a sort of despairing amazement: Am I to 
live forever behind a barricade of perennial innocence 
like a chicken in a pen? He spoke aloud quite carefully; 
the veil was going now, dissolving now, it was about to 
part now and now he did not want to see what was be- 
hind it; he knew that for the sake of his peace of mind 
forever afterward he did not dare and he knew that it 
was too late now and that he could not help himself; he 
heard his voice ask the question he did not want to ask 
and get the answer he did not want to hear: 

“You say she is bleeding. Where is she bleeding?” 

“Where do women bleed?” the other said, cried, in a 
harsh exasperted voice, not stopping. “I'm no doctor. If 
I were, do you think I would waste five dollars on you?” 

Nor did the doctor hear this either. “Ah,” he said. 
“Yes. I see. Yes.” Now he stopped. He was aware of no 
cessation of motion since the steady dark wind still blew 
past him. Because I am at the wrong age for this, he 
thought. If I were twenty- five / could say, Thank God I 
am not him because / would know it was only my luck 
today and that maybe tomorrow or next year it will be 
me and so I will not need to envy him. And if I were 
sixty- five I could say. Thank God, I am not him because 
then I would knoxv I xvas too old for it to be possible and 
so it would not do me any good to enxjy him because he 
has proof on the body of love and of passion and of life 
that he is not dead. But now I am forty-eight and 1 did 
not think that I deserved this, “Wait,” he said; “wait.” 
The other paused; they stood facing one another, lean- 
ing a little into the dark wind filled with the wild dry 
sound of the palms. 

“I offered to pay you,” the other said. “Isn't five 
enough? And if it isn't, will you give me the name of 
someone who will come for that and let me use your 
telephone?” 

“Wait,” the doctor said. So Gofer was right, he thought. 
You are not married. Only why did you have to tell me 
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$o? He crfdn’t say that, of course, he said, *‘You haven't 
. . . You are not . . . What are you?" 

The other, taller, leaned in the hard wind, looking 
down at the doctor with that impatience, that seething 
restraint. In the black wind the house, the shack, stood, 
itself invisible, the dim light shaped not by any door or 
window but rather like a strip of dim and forlorn bunt- 
ing dingy and rigidly immobile in the wind, “What am 
I what?" he said, “I'm trying to be a painter. Is that 
what you mean?” 

“A painter? But there is no building, no boom, no de- 
velopment here any more. That died nine years ago. You 
mean, you came here without any offer of work, any sort 
of contract at all?” 

“I paint pictures,” the other said. “At least, I think I 
do— Well? Am I to use your phone or not?” 

“You paint pictures,” the doctor said; he spoke in that 
tone of quiet amazement which thirty minutes later and 
then tomorrow and tomorrow would vacillate among 
outrage and anger and despair: “Well. She's probably 
still bleeding. Come along.” They went on. He entered 
the house first; even at the moment he realised that he 
had preceded the other not as a guest, not even as owner, 
but because he believed now that he alone of the two of 
them had any right to enter it at all so long as the woman 
was in it. They were out of the wind now. It merely 
leaned, black, imponderable and firm, against the door 
which the man called Harry had closed behind them: 
and now and at once the doctor smelled again the odor 
of stale and cooling gumbo. He even knew where it 
would be; he could almost see it sitting uneaten (They 
have not even tasted it, he thought. But why should they? 
Why in God*s name should they?) on the cold stove 
since he knew the kitchen well— the broken stove, the 
spare cooking vessels, the meager collection of broken 
knives and forks and spoons, the drinking receptacles 
which had once contained gaudily labelled and machine- 
made pickle and jam. He knew the entire house well, he 
owned it, he had built it— the flimsy walls (they were 
not even tongue-and-groove like the one in which he 
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but were of ship-lap, the synthetic joints of which, 

eathered and warped by the damp salt air, leaked all 
privacy just as broken socks and trousers do) murmur- 
us with the ghosts of a thousand rented days and nights 
o which he (tliough not his wife) had closed his eyes, 
insisting only that there be always an odd number in 
any mixed party which stayed there overnight unless the 
couple were strangers formally professing to be man and 
wife, as now, even though he knew better and knew that 
his wile knew better. Because this was it, this the anger 
and outrage which would alternate with the despair to- 
morrow and tomorrow: Why did you have to tell me? 
he thought. The others didn*t tell me, upset me, didn't 
bring here what you brought, though I dont know what 
they might have taken away. 

At once he could see the dim lamplight beyond the 
open door. But he would have known which door with- 
out the light to guide him, the one beyond which the bed 
would be, the bed in which his wife said she would not 
ask a nigger servant to sleep; he could hear the other 
behind him and he realised for the first time that the 
man called Harry was still barefoot and that he was 
about to pass and enter the room first, thinking (the 
doctor) how he who actually had the only small portion 
of right to enter of either of them must hold back, feel- 
ing a dreadful desire to laugh, thinking. You see, I dont 
know the etiquette in these cases because when I was 
young and lived in the cities where apparently such as 
this occurs, I suppose I was afraid, too afraid, pausing 
because the other paused: so that it seemed to the doc- 
tor, in a steady silent glare of what he was never to know 
was actual clairvoyance, that they had both paused as if 
to allow the shade, the shadow, of the absent outraged 
rightful husband to precede them. It was a sound from 
within the room itself which moved them — the sound of 
a bottle against a glass. 

“Just a minute,” the man named Harry said. He en- 
tered the room quickly; the doctor saw, flung across the 
beach chair, the faded jeans that were too small for her 
in exactly the right places. But he did not move. He just 



heard the swift passage of the man's bare feet on the 
floor and then his voice, tense, not loud, quiet, quite 
gentle: so that suddenly the doctor believed he knew why 
there had been neither pain nor terror in the woman's 
face: that the man was carrying that too just as he car- 
ried the firewootl and (doubtless) cooked with it the 
food she ate. “No, Charlotte," he said. “You musn’t. You 
cant. Come back to bed now." 

“Why cant I?" the woman’s voice said. “Why bloody 
cant I?" and now the doctor could hear them struggling. 
“Let me go, you bloody bungling bastard" (it was “rat," 
the noun, which the doctor believed he heard) . “You 
promised, rat. That was all I asked and you promised. 
Because listen, rat — " the doctor could hear it, the voice 
cunning, secret now: “It wasn’t him, you see. Not that 
bastard Wilbourne. I ratted off on him like I did you. It 
was the other one. You cant, anyway. I’ll plead my ass 
like they used to plead their bellies and nobody ever 
knows just where tlie truth is about a whore to convict 
anybody—" The doctor could hear them, the two pairs 
of bare feet; it sounded as if they were dancing, furiously 
and infinitesimall) and without shoes. Then this stopped 
and the voice was not cunning, not secret. But where's 
the despair? the doctor thought. Where's the terror? 
“Jesus, there I went again. Harry! Harry! You promised." 

“I’ve got you. It’s all right. Come back to bed." 

“Give me a drink." 

“No. I told you no more. I told you why not. Do you 
hurt bad now?" 

“Jesus, I dont know. I cant tell. Give me the drink, 
Harry. Maybe that will start it again." 

“No. It cant now. It’s too late for that to. Besides, the 
doctor’s here now. He’ll start it again. I’m going to put 
your gown on you so he can come in." 

“And risk bloodying up the only nightgown I ever 
owned?" 

“That’s why. That’s why we got the gown. Maybe 
that’s all it will take to start it again. Come on now." 

“Then why the doctor? Why the five dollars? Oh, you 
damned bloody bungling— No no no no. Quick. There I 
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again. Stop me quick. I am hurting. 1 cant help it. 
©h, damn bloody bloody—” she began to laugh; it was 
hard laughing and not loud, like retching or coughing. 
“There. That's it. It's like dice. Come seven come eleven. 
Maybe if I can just keep on saying it " He (the doc- 

tor) could hear them, the two pair of bare feet on the 
floor, then the rusty plaint of the bed springs, the woman 
still laughing, not loud, just with that abstract and furi- 
ous despair which he had seen in her eyes over the bowl 
of gumlx) at noon. He stood there, holding his little 
scuffed worn serviceable black bag, looking at the faded 
jeans among the wadded mass of other garments on tlie 
beach chair; he saw the man called Harry reappear and 
select from among them a night gown and vanish again; 
the doctor looked at the chair. Yes he thought. Just like 
(he firewood. Then the man called Harry was standing 
in the door. 

“You can come in now,'’ he said. 
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2 . 


When the man called Harry met Charlotte Rittenmeyer, 
he was an intern in a New Orleans hospital. He was the 
youngest of three children, born to his father’s second 
wife in his father’s old age; there was a difference of six- 
teen years between him and the younger of his two half 
sisters. He was left an orphan at the age of two and his 
older half sister had raised him. His father had been a 
doctor before him. He (the father) had begun and com- 
pleted his medical training at a time when the designa- 
tion Doctor of Medicine covered everything from phar- 
macology through diagnostics to surgery and when an 
education could be paid for in kind or in labor; the 
elder Wilbourne had been janitor of his dormitory and 
had also waited on table in commons and had completed 
his four-year course at a cash outlay of two hundred dol- 
lars. Thus when his will was ope led, the last paragraph 
read: 

To my son, Henry Wilbourne^ and realizing that con- 
ditions as well as the intrinsic value of money hax/e 
changed and therefore he cannot be expected to obtain 
his degree in Surgery and Medicine for the same ouU 
lay of money which obtained in my day, I hereby be- 
queath and set aside the sum of two thousand dollars, 
to be used for the furthering and completing of his 
college course and the acquiring of his degree and li- 
cense to practise in Surgery and Medicine, believing 
that the aforesaid sum will be amply sufficient for 
that purpose. 

The will was dated two days after Harry's birth in 
1910, and his father died two years later of toxemia got- 
ten from sucking a snake bite on the hand of a child in 
a country cabin and his half sister took him. She had 
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lildren of her own and was married to a man who died 
till a clerk in a grocary store in a small Oklalioma town, 
by the time Harry was ready to enter medical school 
|that two thousand dollars to be stretched over four 
iyears, even in the modest though well-rated school which 
lie chose, was not much more than his father’s two hun- 
[dred had been. It was less, because there was steam heat 
fin the dormitories now and the college was served by a 
icafeteria requiring no waiters and the only way a young 
iman could earn money in school now was by carrying a 
football or stopping the man who did cairy it. His sister 
helped him — an occasional money order for one or two 
dollars or even a few stamps folded carefully into a let- 
iter. This bought his cigarettes and by stopping tobacco 
for a year he saved enough to pay his fee into his medical 
fraternity. There was nothing left over for squiring girls 
(the school was coeducational) but then he had no time 
For that; beneath the apparent serenity of his monastic 
life he waged a constant battle as ruthless as any in a 
Wall Street skyscraper as he balanced his dwindling bank 
account against the turned pages of his text books. 

But he did it, he came in under the wire with enough 
of the two thousand dollars left either to return to the 
Oklahoma town and present his sheepskin to his sister, 
or to go straight to New Orleans and assume his intern- 
ship, but not enough to do both. He chose New Orleans. 
Or rather, there was no choice; he wrote his sister and 
her husband a letter of gratitude and thanks, inclosing 
a signed note for the full amount of the postage stamps 
and the money orders, with interest (he also sent the 
diploma with its Latin and its spidery embossed saluta- 
tion and its cramped faculty signatures, of which his sis- 
ter and brother-in-law could decipher only his name) 
and mailed it to them and bought his ticket and rode 
fourteen hours in a day coach. He reached New Orleans 
with one bag and a dollar and thirty-six cents. 

He had been in the hospital almost two years now. 
He lived in the intern’s quarters with the others who, 
like him, had no private means; he smoked once a week 
-now: a package of cigarettes over the week-end and he 

17 



was paying the note which he had executed to his Milf 
sister, the one- and two-dollar money orders in reverse 
now, returning to source; the one bag would still hold 
all he owned, including his hospital whites — the twenty- 
six years, the two thousand dollars, the railroad ticket 
to New Orleans, the one dollar and thirty-six cents, the 
one bag in a corner of a barracks-like room furnished 
with steel army cots; on the morning of his twenty-sev- 
enth birthday he waked and looked down his body 
toward his foreshortened feet and it seemed to him that 
he saw the twenty-seven irrevocable years diminished 
and foreshortened beyond them in turn, as if his life 
were to lie passively on his back as though he floated 
effortless and without volition upon an unreturning 
stream. He seemed to see them: the empty years in which 
his youth had vanished— the years for wild oats and for 
daring, for the passionate tragic ephemeral loves of ado- 
lescence, the girl- and boy-white, the wild importunate 
fumbling flesh, which had not been for him; lying, so he 
thought, not exactly with pride and certainly not with 
the resignation w|iich he believed, but rather with that 
peace with which a middleaged eunuch might look back 
upon the dead lime before his alteration, at the fading 
and (at last) edgeless shapes which now inhabited only 
the memory and not the flesh: I have repudiated money 
and hence love. Not abjured it, repudiated, I do not 
need it; by next year or two years or five years I will 
know to be true what I now believe to be true: I will 
not even need to want it. 

That evening he was a little late in going off duty; 
when he passed the dining room he lieard already the 
clash of cutlery and the voices, and the interns* quarters 
were empty save for a man named Flint who in evening 
trousers and shirt was tying a black tie before the mir- 
ror and who turned as Wilbourne entered and pointed 
to a telegram on Wilboume*s pillow. It had been 
opened* “It was lying on my cot,** Flint said. “I was in 
a hurry to dress so I didn't take time to look at the name 
good. 1 just picked it up and opened it. Fm sorry." 

'•That's all right," Wilbourne said. “Too many peo- 
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lie have already seen a telegram for it to be very pri- 

te.*' He removed the folded yellow sheet from the 

velope. It was decorated with symbols—garlands and 
icrolls; it was from his sister: one of those stereotyped 
irthday greetings which the telegraph company sends 
;o any distance within the boundaries of the United 
States for twenty-five cents. He found that Flint was still 
watching him. 

“So this is your birthday/' Flint said. “Celebrating?" 

“No/' Wilbourne said. “I guess not." 

“What? Listen. I'm going to a party down in French 
Town, Why not come along?" 

“No," Wilbourne said, “llianks, though." He did not 
yet begin to think, Why not? “I'm not invited." 

“I'hat dont matter. It's not that kind of a party. It’s 
at a studio. Painting guy. Just a mob sitting around on 
the floor in each other’s laps, drinking. Come on. You 
dont want to stick here on your birthday." Now he did 
begin to think, Why not? Why really not? and now he 
could almost see the guardian of the old trained peace 
and resignation rise to arms, the grim Moses, not 
alarmed, impervious to alarm, just gauntly and fanati- 
cally interdicting: No, You will not go. Let well enough 
peace now; you want no more, 

I haven't any dress clothes." 

“You wont need them. Your host will probably be 
wearing a bathrobe. You've got a dark suit, haven’t 
you?" 

“But I dont-" 

“All right," Flint said. “Dc Montigny has a tux. He's 
about your size. I'll get it." He went to the closet which 
they used in common. 

“But I dont — " Wilbourne said. 

“All right," Flint said. He laid the second dinner suit 
on the cot and slipped his braces and began to remove 
his own trousers. "I'll wear de Montigny's and you can 
wear mine. We're all three about standard." 

All hour later, in a borrowed costume such as he had 
never worn before, he and Flint halted in one of the 
narrow, dim, balcony-hung one-way streets between 
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Jackson Square and Royal Street in the Vieux Carre — 
a wall of soft muted brick above which the crest of a cab- 
bage palm exploded raggedly and from beyond which 
came a heavy smell of jasmine which seemed to lie vis- 
ible U}x>n the rich stagnant air already impregnated 
with the smell of sugar and bananas and hemp from the 
docks, like inert wisps of fog or even paint. A wooden 
gate hung slightly awry, beside it a wire bell pull which 
under Flint’s hand produced a remote mellow jangling. 
They could hear a piano, it was something of Gersh- 
win’s. “There,” Flint said. “You dont need to worry 
about this party. You can already hear the home-made 
gin. Gershwin might have painted his pictures for him 
too. Only I bet Gershwin could paint what Crowe calls 
his pictures better than Crowe plays what Gershwin 
calls his music.” 

Flint jerked the bell again, again nothing came of it. 
“It’s not locked, anyway,” Wilbourne said. It was not, 
they entered: a court paved with the same soft, quietly 
rotting brick. There was a stagnant pool with a terra- 
cotta figure, a mass of lantana, the single palm, the thick 
rich leaves and the heavy white stars of the jasmine bush 
where light fell upon it through open French doors, thg 
court balcony— overhung too on three sides, the i:ed ’only 
that same annealing brick lifting a rampart broken and 
nowhere level against the glare of the city on the low 
eternally overcast sky, and over all, brittle, dissonant 
and ephemeral, the spurious sophistication of the piano 
like symbols scrawled by adolescent boys upon an an- 
cient decayed rodent-scavengered tomb. 

They crossed the court and entered the French win- 
dows and the noise— the piano, the voices— a longish 
room, uneven of floor, the walls completely covered with 
unframed paintings which at the moment impacted 
upon Wilbourne with that inextricable and detailless 
effect of an enormous circus poster seen suddenly at close 
range, from which vision the very eyeballs seem to start 
violently back in consternation. It contained no furni- 
ture except a piano at which a man sat in a Basque cap 
and a bathrobe. Perhaps a dozen other people sat or 
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about on the floor with glasses; a woman in a 
eveless linen frock shrieked, *'My God, where was the 
,neral?'' and came and kissed Flint, still carrying her 
ss. 

‘'This is Doctor Wil bourne, boys and girls,'* Flint said, 
atch him. He's got a pad of blank checks in his pocket 
knd a scalpel in his sleeve." His host did not even turn 
his head, though a woman brought him a drink pres- 
ently. It was his hostess, though no one had told him 
that; she stood and talked to him for a moment, or at 
him because he was not listening, he was looking at the 
pictures on the wall; presently he stood alone, still hold- 
ing his glass, before the wall itself. He had seen photo- 
graphs and reproductions of such in magazines before, at 
which he had looked completely without curiosity be- 
cause it was completely without belief, as a yokel might 
look at a drawing of a dinosaur. But now the yokel was 
looking at the monster itself and Wilbourne stood before 
the paintings in complete absorption. It was not at what 
they portrayed, the method or the coloring; they meant 
nothing to him. It was in a bemusement without heat or 
envy at a condition which could supply a man with the 
obvious leisure and means to spend his days painting 
such as this and his evenings playing the piano and feed- 
ing Ivt^uor to people whom he ignored and (in one case, 
at least) whose names he did not even bother to catch. 
He was still standing there when someone behind said, 
“Here's Rat and Charley"; he was still standing there 
when Charlotte spoke at his shoulder: 

“What do you think about it, mister?" He turned and 
saw a young woman a good deal shorter than he and for 
a moment he thought she was fat until he saw it was not 
fat at all but merely that broad, simple, profoundly deli- 
cate and feminine articulation of Arabian mares— a 
woman of under twenty-five, in a print cotton dress, a 
face which laid no claim even to prettiness and wore no 
makeup save the painted broad mouth, with a faint 
inch-long scar on one cheek which he recognised as an 
old bum, doubtless from childhood. “You haven't de- 
cided yet, have you?" 
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*‘No/' he said, *1 dont know/* 

“Dont know what you think, or whether you are try- 
ing to decide or not?*’ 

“Yes. Probably that. What do you think about it?" 

“Marshmallows with horseradish," she said, too 
promptly. “I paint too," she added. “I can afford to say. 
I can afford to say I can beat that, too. What’s your 
name, and what have you got all this on for, just to come 
slumming? So we can all know you are slumming? 

He toid her and now she looked at him and he saw 
that her eyes were not hazel but yellow, like a cat’s, star- 
ing at him with a speculative sobriety like a man might, 
intent beyond mere boldness, speculative beyond any 
staring. “I borrowed this suit. It’s the first time in my 
life I ever had one on." Then he said, he did not intend 
to, he didn’t even know he was going to say it, he seemed 
to be drowning, volition and will, in the yellow stare: 
“This is my birthday. I’m twenty-seven years old." 

“Oh," she said. She turned, she took him by the wrist, 
a grasp simple, ruthless and firm, drawing him after her. 
“Come on." He followed, awkwardly, not to tread on her 
heels, then she released him and went on before him, 
across the room to where three men and two women 
stood about the table on which the bottles and glasses 
sat. She stopped, she grasped his wrist again and drew 
him toward a man of his own age about, in a dark dou- 
ble-breasted suit, with blond wavy hair going a little 
thin, a face not quite handsome and reasonably insensi- 
tive and shrewder than intelligent yet on the whole 
gentler than not, assured, courteous and successful. “This 
is Rat," she said. “He is the senior living ex-freshman of 
the University of Alabama. That’s why we still call him 
Rat. You can call him Rat too. Sometimes he is." 

Later — it was after midnight and Flint and the woman 
who had kissed him were gone— they stood in the court 
beside the jasmine bush. “I’ve got two children, both 
girls," she said. “That’s funny, because all my family 
were brothers except me. I liked ray oldest brother the 
best but you cant sleep with your brother and he and 
Rat roomed together in school so I married Rat and 
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[now Tve got two girls, and when I was seven years old I 
[fell in the fireplace, my brother and I were fighting, and 
- that's the scar. It's on my shoulder and side and hip too 
f and I got in the habit of telling people about it before 
they would have time not to ask and I still do it even 
when it doesn't matter anymore/- 

‘*Do you tell everybody like this? At first?" 

"About the brothers or about the scar?" 


"Both. Maybe the scar." 

"No. That's funny too. I had forgotten. I haven't told 
anybody in years. Five years." 

"But you told me." 

"Yes. And that’s funny twice. No, three times now. 
Listen. I lied to you. I dont paint. I work with clay, and 
some in brass, and once with a piece of stone, with a 
chisel and maul. Feel." She took his hand and drew his 


finger-tips along the base of her other palm— the broad, 
blunt, strong, supple-fingered hand with nails as closely 
trimmed as if she had bitten them down, the skin at the 
base and lower joints of the fingers not calloused exactly 
but smoothly hardened and toughened like the heel of a 
foot. "That's what I make: something you can touch, 
pick up, something with weight in your hand that you 
can look at the behind side of, that displaces air and dis- 
places water and when you drop it, it's your foot that 
breaks and not the shape. Not poking at a piece of cloth 
with a knife or a brush like you were trying to put to- 
gether a jig-saw puzzle with a rotten switch through the 
bars of a cage. That's why I said I could beat that," she 
said. She didn't move, she didn't even indicate by a mo- 
tion of her head the room behind them. “Not just some- 
thing to tickle your taste buds for a second and then 
swallowed and maybe not even sticking to your entrails 
but just evacuated whole and flushed away into the 
named old sewer, the Might-just-as-well-not-have-been. 
Will you come to supper tomorrow night?" 

"I cant. I'm on duty tomorrow night." 

"The next night then? Or when?" 

"Dont you have engagements yourself?" 

"There are some people coming the night after to- 
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morrow. But they wont bother you.'" She looked at him. 
‘V\J1 right, if you dont want a lot of people. I'll put them 
off, I’he night after tomorrow? At seven? Do you want 
me to come to the hospital for you in tlie car?'' 

*‘No, Dont do that." 

“I can. you know." 

"1 know it," he said. "I know it. Listen — " 

"Let’s go in," she said, "I’m going home. And dont 
wear that. Wear your own clothes. I want to see." 

Two evenings later he went to dinner. He found a 
modest though comfortable apartment in an irreproach- 
able neighborhood near Audubon Park, a Ncgio maid, 
two not particularly remaikable children of two and 
four, with her hair but otherwise looking like the father 
(who in another dark obviously expensive double- 
breasted suit made a ccx:ktail not particularly remarkable 
either and insisted that Wilbourne call him Rat) and 
she in something he knew had been purchased as a semi- 
formal garment and which she wore with the same 
ruthless indifference as she had the garment in which he 
had first seen her, as if both of them were overalls. After 
the meal, which was considerably better than the cock- 
tails, she w’ent out with the older child, who had dined 
with them, but she returned presently to lie on the sofa 
smoking while Rittcnmeycr continued to ask Wilbourne 
questions about his profession such as the president of a 
college fraternity might ask of a pledge from the medical 
school. At ten oclock Wilbourne said he must go. "No," 
she said, "not yet." So he remained; at half past ten Rit- 
tenmeyer said he must work tomorrow and was going to 
bed and left them. Then she crushed out the cigarette 
and rose and came to where he st(x>d before the cold 
hearth and stopped, facing him. "What to—Do they call 
you Harry? What to do about it, Harry?" 

"I dont know\ I never was in love before." 

"I have been. But I dont know either. — Do you want 
me to call a cab for you?" 

“No." He turned; she moved beside him across the 
room. "I’ll walk." 
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[Are you that poor? Let me pay for the cab. You cant 

k to the hospital. It's three miles.” 

P'^That's not far.” 

“It wont be his money, if that's what you mean. I have 
#ome of my own. I have been saving it for something, 1 
Jont know what.” She handed him his hat and stood 
with her hand on the door knob. 

“Three miles is not far. I would walk—” 

“Yes,” she said. She opened the door, they looked at 
I r>ne another. Then the door closed between them. It was 
painted white. They did not shake hands. 

During the next six weeks they met five times more. 

I rhis would be downtown for lunch, because he would 
I not again enter her husband's house and his destiny or 
fuck (or ill-luck, since otherwise he might have discov- 
ered that love no more exists just at one spot and in one 
moment and in one body out of all the earth and all 
[time and all the teeming breathed, than sunlight does) 
[brought him no mwe second-hand invitations to parties. 
It would be in Vieux Carre places where they could 
lunch on the weekly two dollars which he had been send- 
ing to his sister to apply on the note. At the third of 
these she said abruptly, out of nothing: ”I have told 
Rat.” 

“Told him?” 

“About lunches. That I have been meeting you.” After 
that she never mentioned her husband again. The fifth 
time they did not lunch. They went to a hotel, they 
planned it the day before. He discovered that he knew 
next to nothing about the proper procedure other than 
supposition and imagination; because of his ignorance 
he believed that there was a secret to the successful per- 
formance of the business, not a secret formula to be fol- 
lowed but rather a kind of white magic: a word or some 
infinitesimal and trivial movement of the hand such as 
that which opens a hidden drawer or panel. He thought 
once of asking her how to go about it because he was 
certain that she would know, just as he was certain that 
she would never be at a loss about anything she wished 
to do, not only because of her absolute coordination but 
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because even in this short time he had come to realit 
that intuitive and infallible skill of all women in thc^ 
practical afEairs of love. But he did not ask her because 
he told himself that, when she told him how to do, which 
she would, and it would be correct, he might at some 
later time believe that she had done this before and that 
even if she had, he did not want to know it. So he asked 
Flint. 

“Jesus,*' Flint said. “You have come out, haven't you? 

I didn't even know you knew a girl." Wilbourne could j 
almost watch Flint thinking swiftly, casting backward. 
“Was it that brawl at Crowe's that night? But hell, that's 
your business, aint it? It's easy. Just take a bag with a 
couple of bricks wrapped up in a towel so they wont 
rattle, and walk in. I wouldn't pick the Saint Charles or 
the Roosevelt, of course. Take one of the smaller ones, 
not too small of course. Maybe that one down toward 
the station. Wrap the bricks separately, see, then roil 
them together. And be sure to carry a coat with you. 
Raincoat." 

“Yes. Do you reckon I'd better tell her to bring a coat 
too?" 

Flint laughed, one short syllable, not loud. “I guess 
not. I dont guess she'll need any coaching from you or 
me either,— Here," he said cjuickly, “hold your horses. 

1 dont know her. I aint talking about her. I'm talking 
about women. She could turn up with a bag of her own 
and a coat and a veil and the stub of a Pullman ticket 
sticking out of her handbag and that wouldn't mean she 
had done this before. That's just women. There aint any 
advice that Don Juan or Solomon either could give the 
youngest fourteen-year-oJd gal ever foaled about this 
kind of phenagling." 

“It doesn't matter," he said. “She probably wont come 
anyway." He found that he really believed that. He still 
believed it even when the cab drew up to the curb where 
he waited with the bag. She had a coat, but no bag nor 
veil. She came swiftly out of the cab when he opened the 
door, her face was hard, sober, her eyes extraordinarily 
yellow, her voice harsh: 
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“Well? Where?“ 

He told her. “It*s not far. We can-—" She turned, al- 
ready getting back into the cab. “We can walk—" 

“You damned pauper," she said. “Get in. Hurry." He 
got in. The cab moved on. 1 he hotel was not far. A Ne- 
gro porter took the bag. Then it seemed to Wil bourne 
that he had never been in his life, and would never be 
again, so aware of her as he was while she stood in the 
center of the dingy lobby raddled with the Saturday 
nights of drummers and of minor race-track hangers-on 
while he signed the two fictitious names on the pad and 
gave to the clerk the sixth two dollars which were to 
have gone to his sister but tiid not, waiting for him, mak- 
ing no effort for effacement, quiet, contained, and with a 
(juality profoundly tragic which he knew (he was learn- 
ing fast) was not peculiar to her but was an attribute of 
all women at this instant in their lives, which would in- 
vest them with a dignity, almost a modesty, to be carried 
over and clothe even the last prone and sligiitly comic 
attitude of ultimate surrender. He followed her down 
the corridor and into the door which the porter opened; 
he dismissed the porter and closed the rented door be- 
hind him and watched her cross the room to the single 
dingy window and, still in the hat and coat, turn without 
[lausing and exactly like a child playing pri.soner’s base 
return to him, the yellow eyes, the whole face which he 
had already come to call beautiful, hard and fixed. “Oh, 
God, Harry," she said. She beat her clenched fists on his 
chest. “Not like this. Jesus, not like this." 

“All right,” he said. “Steady, now." He caught her 
wrists and held them, still doubled into fists against his 
chest while she still wrenched at them to free them to 
strike his chest again. Yes, he thought. Not like this and 
nexjer. “Steady now." 

“Not like this, Harry. Not back alleys. IVe always 
said that: that no matter what happened to me, whatever 
1 did, anything, anything but not back alleys. If it had 
just been hot pants, somebody with a physique I just 
leched for all of a sudden so that I never looked nor 
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cliought higher than his collar. But not us, Harry. Not 
you. Not you.*' 

“Steady now/* he said. ‘lt*s all right.** He led her to 
the edge of the bed and stood over her, still holding her 
wrists. 

“I told you how I wanted to make things, take the fine 
hard clean brass or stone and cut it, no matter how hard, 
how long it took, cut it into something fine, that you 
could be proud to show, that you could touch, hold, see 
the behind side of it and feel the fine solid weight so 
when you dropped it it wouldn’t be the thing that broke 
it would be the foot it dropped on except it*s the heart 
that breaks and not the foot, if I have a heart. But Jesus, 
Harry, how I have bitched it for you.'* She extended her 
hand, then he realised what she was about and twisted 
his hips away before she touched him. 

“I'm all right," he said. “You musn't worry about me. 
Do you want a cigarette?" 

“Please." He gave her a cigarette and a light, looking 
down at the foreshortened slant of her nose and jaw as 
she drew at it. He threw the match away. “Well," she 
said. “So that's that. And no divorce." 

“No divorce?" 

“Rat's a Catholic. He wont give me one." 

“You mean that he — " 

“I told him. Not that I was to meet you at a hotel. I 
just said, suppose I did. And he still said no soap." 

“Cant you get the divorce?" 

“On what grounds? He would fight it. And it would 
have to be here— a Catholic judge. So there's just one 
other thing. And it seems I cant do that." 

“Yes," he said. “Your children." 

For a moment she looked at him, smoking. “I wasn't 
thinking of them. I mean, I have already thought of 
them. So now I dont need to think of them any more 
because I know the answer to that and I know I cant 
change that answer and I dont think I can change me 
because the second time I ever saw you I learned what I 
had read in books but I never had actually believed; 
that love and suffering are the same thing and that the 



value of love is the sum of what you have to pay for it 
and any time you get it cheap you have cheated your- 
self. So I dont need to think about the children. I settled 
that a long time ago. I was thinking about money. My 
brother sends me twenty-five dollars every Christmas and 
for the last five years I have saved it. I told you the other 
night I dont know why 1 have saved it. Maybe it was for 
this and maybe this is the best joke of all: that I have 
saved for five years and it's only a hundred and twenty- 
five dollars, hardly enough to get two people to Chicago. 
And you have nothing/' She leaned toward the table at 
the head of the bed and crushed the cigarette out with 
slow and infinite care, and rose. ‘‘So that's that, Thai’s 
all of it." 

’‘No,” he said. “Nol I'll be damned if it is,'^ 

“Do you want to go on like this, hanging arpund and 
staying green for me like an apple on a limb?” She took 
his raincoat from the chair and slung it across her arm 
and stood waiting. 

“Dont you want to go first?" he said. “I’ll wait about 
thirty minutes, then I—" 

“And let you walk alone through that lobby carrying 
the bag for that clerk and that nigger to snigger at be- 
cause they saw me leave before I would have even had 
time to take my clothes off, let alone put them back on?" 
She went to the door and put her hand on the key. He 
picked up the bag and followed. But she did not unlock 
the door at once. “Listen, Tell me again you haven't got 
any money. Say it So I can have something my ears can 
listen to as making sense even if I cant understand it 
Some reason why I— that I can accept as the strong rea- 
son we cant beat even if I cant believe or understand 
that it could be just that, just money, not anything buf. 
just money. Come on. Say it." 

“I have no money." 

“All right. It makes sense. It must make sense. It will 
have to make sense." She began to shake, not tremble, 
shake, like one with a violent ague, the bones themselves 
seeming to chatter rigid and silent inside the flesh. “It 
will have—” 



"Charlotte,'' he said. He set the bag down and moved 
toward her. "Charlotte — " 

"Dont you touch mel" she whispered in a kind of 
tense fury. "Dont you touch mel" Yet for an instant he 
believed she was coming to him; she seemed to sway 
forward, she turned her head and looked toward the bed 
with an expression of distraction and despair. Then the 
key clicked, the door opened, and she was out of the 
room. 

They parted as soon as he found a cab for her. He was 
about to follow her into it, to ride down town to the 
parking lot where she had left her car. Then for the first 
of the two times in their lives he saw her cry. She sat 
there, her face harsh and wrung and savage beneath the 
springing tears like sweat. "Oh, you pauper, you damned 
pauper, you transparent fool. It's money again. After 
you paid the hotel two dollars you should have sent your 
sister and got nothing for it, now you want to pay this 
cab with what you intended to take your other shirt out 
of the laundry with and get nothing for that either but 
the privilege of transporting my damned ass that at the 
last refused, will always refuse—" She leaned toward the 
driver. "Go onl" she said savagely. "Drive on! Down- 
town!" 

The cab went on fast; it disappeared almost at once, 
though he was not looking after it. After a while he said 
quietly, aloud, to nobody: "At least, there's no use in 
carrying the bricks too," So he walked on to where a 
trash bin sat at the curb-edge and, while the people 
glanced at him with curiosity or briefly or not at all, he 
opened the bag and removed the bricks from the towel 
and dropped them into the bin. It contained a mass of 
discarded newspapers and fruit skins the casual anony- 
mous droppings of the anonymous who passed it during 
the twelve hours like the refuse of birds in flight. The 
bricks struck the mass without a sound; there was no 
premonitory buzz or whirr at all, the edges of the papers 
merely tilted and produced from among them, with the 
magical abruptness with which the little metal torpedo 
mritainincF rhanirp from a sale emersres from its tube in a 



store, a leather wallet. It contained the stubs of five pari- 
mutuel tickets from Washington Park, a customer’s 
identification from a national gasoline trust and another 
from a B.P.O.E. lodge at Longview, Texas, and twelve 
hundred and seventy-eight dollars in bills. 

He discovered the exact amount only after he reached 
the hospital however, his first thought was merely, I 
ought to keep out a dollar for the reward as he w^alked 
on toward the branch post office, then (the post office 
was not only six blocks away, it was in the opposite direc- 
tion from the hospital) 1 could even keep out taxi-fare 
and he should not mind.. Not that I want to ride but 
that Vve got to make it last, make everything last so 
there wont be any gaps between now and six oclock 
when I can hide behind my white jacket again, draw the 
old routine up over my head and face like niggers do 
the quilt when they go to bed. Then he stood before the 
locked Saturday afternoon doors of the branch station 
and he had forogtten that too, thinking, as he buttoned 
the wallet into his hip pocket, how when he waked the 
name of today had been in fire letters and no word out of 
a nursery jingle or off a calendar, walking on, carrying 
the light bag, walking the now twelve useless blocks out 
of his way, thinking, Only I have beat that too; I have 
saved myself at least forty-five minutes of time that 
otherwise xvould have been filled xvith leisure. 

The dormitory was empty. He put the bag aw^ay and 
hunted for and found a flat cardboard box stippled with 
holly-sprigs in which his sister had sent him one hand- 
embroidered handkerchief last Christmas; he found 
scissors and a bottle of paste and made a neat surgeon’s 
packet of the wallet, copying the address neatly and 
clearly from one of the identification cards and putting 
it carefully away beneath the garments in his drawer; 
and now that was done too. Maybe I can read, he 
thought. Then he cursed, thinking, ThaVs it. Ii*$ all ex- 
actly backward. It should be the books, the people in the 
books inventing and reading about us— the Does and 
Roes and Wilbournes and Smiths— males and females 





He went on duty at six. At seven he was relieved long 
enough to go to supper. While he was eating one of the 
probationer nurses looked in and told him he was 
wanted on the telephone. It would be long distance, he 
thought. It would be his sister, he had not written her 
since he had sent the last two-dollar money order five 
weeks ago, and now she had called him, would spend 
two dollars herself, not to reproach him (She's right, he 
thought, not meaning his sister. It's comic. It's more than 
comic. It rolls you in the aisles. I fail to make the one I 
love and I make myself a failure toward the one who 
loves me.) but to see that he was well. So when the 
voice on the wire said “Wilbourne?"' he thought it was 
his brother-in-law until Rittenmeyer spoke again: 
“Charlotte wants to speak to you.“ 

“Harry?** she said. Her voice was rapid but calm: “I 
told Rat about today, and that it was a bust. So he*s 
right. It*s his turn now. He gave me a free shot, and I 
didn’t make it. So now it’s no more than fair to give him 
a free shot. And it’s no more than decent to tell you 
what the score is, only decent is such a bastard word to 
have to use between you and me—” 

“Charlotte,” he said. “Listen, Charlotte—” 

“So it’s good-bye, Harry. And good luck. And good 
God damn—” 

“Listen, Charlotte. Can you hear me?” 

“Yes? What? What is it?” 

“Listen. This is funny. I have been waiting all after- 
noon for you to call me, only I didn’t know it until just 
now. I even know now that I knew then it was Saturday 
all the time I was walking toward the post ofi&ce— Can 
you hear me? Charlotte?” 

“Yes? Yes?” 

“I’ve got twelve hundred and seventy-eight dollars, 
Charlotte.” 

At four oclock the next morning, in the empty labora- 
tory, he cut up the wallet and the identification cards 
with a razor blade and burned the shreds of paper and 
leather and flushed the ashes away in a bathroom. The 
next day at noon, the two tickeu to Chicago and the 
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remaiiMjer of the twelve hundred and seventy-eight 
dollars buttoned into his pocket and the single bag on 
the seat facing him. he peered out the window as the 
train slowed into the Carrollton Avenue station. They 
were both there, the husband the wife, he in the con- 
servative, spuriously unassertive dark suit, the face of a 
college senior revealing nothing, lending an air of impec- 
cable and formal rightness to the paradoxical act of 
handing the wife to the lover almost identical with the 
conventional miinibo- jumbo of father and bride at a 
wedding in church, she beside him in a dark dress be- 
neath the open coat, watching the slowing car windows 
intently yet without doubt or nervousness, so that Wil- 
bourne mused again upon that instinctive proficiency in 
and rapport for the mechanics of cohabitation even of 
innocent and unpractised women — that serene confi- 
dence in their amorous destinies like that of birds in 
their wings— that tranquil ruthless belief in an immi- 
nent deserved personal happiness which fledges them 
instantaneous and full-winged from the haven of re- 
spectability, into untried and unsupportive space where 
no shore is visible {not sin, he thought. 1 dont believe in 
sin, Ifs getting out of timing. You are born submerged 
in anonymous lockstep with the teeming anonymous 
myriads of your time and generation; you get out of 
step once, falter once, and you are trampled to death.) 
and this without terror or alarm and hence inferring 
neither of courage nor hardihoc»d: just an utter and 
complete faith in airy and fragile and untried wings — 
wings, the airy and fragile symbols of love which have 
failed them once, since by universal consent and ac- 
ceptance they brooded over the very ceremony which, 
in taking flight, they repudiate. They slid past and van- 
ished, Wilbourne saw the husband stoop and raise the 
bag as they vanished; the air hissed into the brakes and 
he sat thinking. He will come in with her, he will have 
to do that, he will not want to any more than I (she?) 
will want him to but he will have to do it just as he has 
to wear those dark suits which I dont beliexte he wants to 
wear either, just as he had to stay at that party that first 
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night and drink as much as any other rrian there yet not 
once sit on the poor loith a wife (his own or someone 
else's) sprawled across his knees. 

So he looked up presently and they were both stand- 
ing beside his scat; he rose too and now the three of 
them stood, blocking the aisle while other passengers 
crowded past them or waited for them to move, Ritten- 
mcyer carrying the bag—this man who ordinarily would 
no more have carried a bag into a train in the presence 
of a red cap or Pullman porter than he would have got 
up and fetched himself a glass of water in a restaurant; 
looking at the frozen impeccable face above the impec- 
cable shirt and tie Wi I bourne thought with a kind of 
amazement, Why, he's suffering, he's actually suffering, 
thinking how perhaps it is not the heart at all, not even 
the sensibilities, with which we suffer, but our capacity 
for grief or vanity or self-delusion or perhaps even 
merely masochism. ‘*Go on,'* Rittenmeyer said. '*Get out 
of the aisle.'' His voice was harsh, his hand almost rough 
as he pushed her into the seat and set the bag beside the 
other one. ‘"Remember now. If I dont hear by the tenth 
of each month, I'm going to give the detective the word. 
And no lies, see? No lies." He turned, he did not even 
look at Wilbourne, he merely jerked his head toward the 
end of the car. "I want to talk to you," he said in that 
seething repressed voice. "Come on." When they were 
half way down the car the train began to move, Wil- 
bourne expected the other to run for the exit, he thought 
again, He is suffering; even circumstance, a trivial rail- 
road thne table, is making comedy of that tragedy which 
he must play to the bitter end or cease to breathe. But 
the other did not even hurry. He went steadily on and 
swung aside the curtain to the smoking room and waited 
for Wilbourne to enter. He seemed to read the tempo- 
rary surprise in Wilbourne's face. "I've got a ticket as far 
as Hammond," he said harshly. "Dont you worry about 
me." The unspoken question seemed to set him off; Wil- 
bourne could almost see him struggling physically to 
keep his voice down. "Worry about yourself, s^ie? Your- 
self. Or by God—" Now he did check the voice again, 
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holding it on some sort of curb like a horse, yet forcing it 
on; he took a wallet from his pocket. “If you ever — “ he 
said. “If you dare—'* 

He cant say it, Wilbourne thought. He cant ex)en bear 
to say it. “If I'm not good to her, gentle with her. Is that 
what you mean?** 

“1*11 know it,’* Rittenmeycr said. “If I dont hear from 
her by the tenth of every month, 1 am going to give the 
detective the word to go ahead. And I’ll know lies too, 
see? See?” He was trembling, the impeccable face suf- 
fused beneath the impeccable hair which rsembled a wig. 
“i5he’s got a hundred and twenty-five dollars of her own, 
she wouldn’t take more. But damn that, she wouldn’t use 
that, anyway. She wont have it by the time she came to 
need it enough to use it. So here.** He removed from the 
wallet a check and gave it to Wilbourne. It was a cash- 
ier’s check for three hundred dollars, payable to the Pull- 
man Company of America and indorsed in the corner in 
red ink: For one railroad ticket to New Orleans, Lou- 
isiana. 

‘*I was going to do that with some of my money,” Wil- 
bourne said. 

“Damn that too,” the other said. “And it’s for the 
ticket. If it is ever cashed and returned to the bank and 
no ticket bought with it. I'll have you arrested for fraud. 
See? 1*11 know.” 

“You mean, you want her to come back? You will take 
her back?*' But he did not need to look at the other’s 
face; he said quickly, “I'm sorry. I retract that. That’s 
more than any man can bear to answer.” 

“God,** the other said; “God. I ought to sock you.” 
He added, in a tone of incredulous amazement, “Why 
dont I? Can you tell me? Aint a doctor, any doctor, sup- 
posed to be an authority on human glands?*’ 

Then suddenly Wilbourne heard his own voice speak- 
ing out of an amazed and quiet incredulity; it seemed 
to him that they both stood now, aligned, embattled and 
doomed and lost, before the entire female principle: “I 
dont know. Maybe it would make you feel better.” But 
the moment passed. Rirtenmeyer turned and produced a 
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cigarette from Ins coat and fumbled a match from the 
box atached to the wall. Wilbourne watched him— the 
trim back; he caught himself on the point of asking if 
the other wished him to stay and keep him company 
until the train reached Hammond. But again Ritten- 
nieyer seemed to read his mind. 

‘*Go on,” he said. ”Get to hell out of here and let me 
alone.” Wilbourne left him standing facing the window 
and returned to his seat. Charlotte did not look up, she 
sat motionless, looking out the window, an unlighted 
cigarette in her fingers. Now they were running beside 
the larger lake, soon they would begin to cross the trestle 
between Maurepas and Pontchartrain. Now the whistle 
of the engine drifted back, the train slowed as beneath 
the sound of it came the hollow reverberation of the 
trestle. Water spread on cither hand now, swamp-bound 
and horizonless, lined with rotting wooden jetties to 
which small dingy boats were tied, *‘I love water.” she 
said. ”That*s where to die. Not in the hot air, above the 
hot ground, to wait hours for your blood to get cool 
enough to let you sleep and even weeks for your hair to 
stop growing. The water, the cool, to cool you quick 
so you can sleep, to wash out of your brain and out of 
your eyes and out of your blood all you ever saw and 
thought and felt and wanted and denied. He's in the 
smoking room, isn’t he? Cant I go back and speak to him 
a minute?” 

“Can you go?—” 

“Hammond is the next station.” 

Why, he is your husband, he was about to say but 
caught himself. ”It's the men’s room,” he said. “Maybe 
I had better—” But she had already risen and passed 
him; he thought, If she stops and looks back at me it 
will mean she is thinking, *Later I can always know that 
at least I told him good-bye* and she did stop and they 
looked at each other, then she went on. Now the water 
slid away, the sound of the trestle ceased, the engine 
whistled again and the train regained speed, and almost 
at once they were running through an outskirt of shabby 
houses which would be Hammond, and he ceased to look 
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out the window while the train stopped and stood and 
then moved again; he did not even have time to rise as 
she slipped past him and into the seat. ‘'So you came 
back/' he said. 

“You didn't think I was. Neither did I/' 

“But you did." 

“Only it's not finished. If he were to get back on the 
train, with a ticket to Slidell — *' She turned, staring at 
him tliough she did not touch him. “It’s not finished. It 
will have to be cut.” 

“Cut?” 

“ ‘If thine eye offend thee, pluck it out, lad, and be 
whole.* That's it. Whole. Wholly lost — something. I've 
got to cut it. That drawing room back there was empty. 
Find the conductor and engage it to Jackson.” 

“Drawing room? But that will cost—” 

“You fool!” she said. She doesn't loxfe me now, he 
thought. She doesn't love anything now. She spoke in a 
tense whisper, beating on his knee with her fist. “You 
fooll” She rose. 

“Wait,” he said, catching her wrist. “I'll do it.” He 
found the conductor in the vestibule at the end of the 
car; he was not gone long. “All right,” he said. She rose 
at once, taking up her bag and coat. “The porter will be 
here — ” he said. She didn't pause. “Let me have it,” he 
said, taking the bag from her and then his own and fol- 
lowed her down the aisle. Later he was to recall that in- 
terminable walk between the filled seats where people sat 
with nothing else to do but watch them pass, and it 
seemed to him that everyone in the car must have known 
their history, that they must have disseminated an aura 
of unsanctity and disaster like a smell. They entered the 
drawing room. 

“Lock the door,” she said. He set the bags down and 
locked the door. He had never been in a drawing room 
before and he fumbled at the lock for an appreciable 
time. When he turned she had removed her dress: it lay 
in a wadded circle about her feet and she stood in the 
scant feminine underwear of i937» hands over her 
face. Then she removed her hands and he knew it was 
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neither shame nor modesty, he had not expected that, 
and he saw it was not tears. Then she stepped out of the 
dress and came and began to unknot his tie, pushing 
aside his own suddenly clumsy fingers. 
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3 . 


On the second morning in the Chicago hotel Wilbourne 
waked and found that Charlotte was dressed and gone, 
hat, coat and handbag, leaving a note for him in a big 
sprawling untrained hand such as you associate at first 
glance with a man until you realise an instant later it is 
profoundly feminine: Back at noon. C,, then, beneath 
the initial: Or maybe later. She returned before noon, he 
was asleep again; she sat on the side of the bed, her hand 
in his hair, rolling his head on the pillow to shake him 
awake, still in the open coat and the hat shoved back 
from her forehead, looking down at him with that sober 
yellow profundity, and now he mused indeed on that 
I efficiency of women in the mechanics, the domiciling, of 
[ cohabitation. Not thrift, not husbandry, something far 
beyond that, who (the entire race of them) employed 
with infallible instinct, a completely uncerebrated rap- 
{)ort for the type and nature of male partner and situa- 
tion, either the cold penuriousness of the fabled Ver- 
mont farmwife or the fantastic extravagance of the Broad- 
way revue mistress as required, absolutely without regard 
for the intrinsic value of the medium which they saved 
or squandered and with little more regard or grief for 
the bauble which they bought or lacked, using both the 
presence and absence of jewel or checking account as 
pawns in a chess game whose prize was not security at all 
but respectability within the milieu in which they lived, 
even the love-nest under the rose to follow a rule and a 
pattern; he thought, IVs not the romance of illicit love 
which draws them, not the passionate idea of two 
damned and doomed and isolated forever against the 
world and God and the irrevocable which draws men; iVs 
because the idea of illicit love is a challenge to them, be- 
cause they have an irresistible desire to (and an unshak- 
able belief that they can, as they all believe they can sue- 
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tessfully conduct a boarding house) take the illicit love 
and make it respectable, take Lothario himself and trim 
the very incorrigible bachelor's ringlets which snared 
them into the seemly decorum of Monday*s hash and 
suburban trains, *l*ve found it,” she said. 

“Found what?” 

“An apartment. A studio. Where I can work too.” 

“Too?” She shook his head again with that savage 
obliviousness, she actually hurt him a little; he thought 
again, There*s a part of her that doesn*t love anybody, 
anything; and then, a profound and silent lightning- 
clap— white glare— ratiocination, instinct, he did not 
know which: Why, she*s alone. Not lonely, alone. She 
had a father and then four brothers exactly like him and 
then she married a man exactly like the four brothers 
and so she probably never even had a room of her own 
in all her life and so she has lived all her life in complete 
solitude and she doesn*t exjen know it as a child who has 
nex)er tasted cake doesn*t know what cake is, 

“Yes, too. Do you think that twelve hundred dollars 
will last forever? You live in sin; you cant live on it.” 

“I know it. I thought of that before I told you over the 
phone that night I had twelve hundred dollars. But this 
is honeymoon; later will be—” 

“I know that too.” She grasped his hair again, hurting 
iiim again though now he knew she knew she was hurt- 
ing him. “Listen: it’s got to be all honeymoon, always. 
Forever and ever, until one of us dies. It cant be any- 
thing else. Either heaven, or hell: no comfortable safe 
peaceful purgatory between for you and me to wait in 
until good behavior or forbearance or shame or repen- 
tance overtakes us.” 

“So it’s not me you believe in, put trust in; it's love.” 
She looked at him. “Not just me; any man.” 

“Yes. It's love. They say love dies between two peo- 
ple. That's wrong. It doesn't die. It just leaves you, goes 
away, if you are not good enough, worthy enough. It 
doesn't die; you're the one that dies. It's like the ocean: 
if you're no good, if you begin to make a bad smell in it, 
it just spews you up somewhere to die. You die anyway, 
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But I had ratlier drown in the ocean than be urped up 
^nto a strip of dead beach and be dried away by the sun 
into a little foul smear with no name to it, just Hits 
Was for an epitaph. Get up. 1 told the man we would 
move in today.'* 

I’bey left the hotel with their bags within the hour, by 
cab; they mounted three flights ot stairs. She even had 
the key; she opened the door for him to enter; he knew 
she was looking not at the room but at him. “Well?'* 
she said. “Do you like it?*’ 

It was a big oblong room wdth a skylight in the north 
wall, possibly the handiwork of a dead or bankrupt pho^ 
tographer or maybe a former sculptor or painter tenant, 
with two cubbyholes for kitdien and bath. She rented 
that skylight, he told himself quietly, thinking how as a 
rule women rent bathrooms primarily. lt*s only inci- 
dental that there is a place to sleep and cook food. She 
chose a place not to hold us but to hold love; she did not 
just run from one man to another; she did not merely 
mean to swap one piece of clay she made a bust with for 
another--- He moved now, and then he thought, Maybe 
Vm not embraemg her but clinging to her because there 
is sofnething in me that wont admit it cant swim or cant 
believe it can, *‘It*s all right," he said. “It's fine. Nothing 
can beat us now.** 

During the next six days he made the rounds of the 
hospitals, interviewing (or being interviewed by) Resi- 
dents and Staff Heads. They were brief interviews. He 
was not particular what he did and he Jiad something to 
I offer— his degree from a good medical school, his twenty 
nonths* internship in a hospital which was known, yet 
Iways after the first three or four minutes, something 
>egan to happen. He knew what it was, though he told 
^imself differently (this sitting after the fifth interview, 
m a sunny bench in a park among the bums and W.P.A. 
ardeners and nursemaids and children) : It*s because I 
eally dont try hard enough, dont really realise the need 
or trying because I have accepted completely her ideas 
bout love; I look upon love with the same boundless 
aith that it will clothe and feed me as the Mississippi or 
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Louisiana countryman, converted last week at a camp* 
meeting revival, looks upon religion, knowing that that 
was not the reason, that it was tiie twenty months of in- 
ternship instead of twenty-four, thinking I have been 
confounded by numbers, thinking how it is apparently 
more seemly to die in the dulcet smell than to be saved 
by an apostate from convention. 

At last he found a job. It was not much; it was labora- 
tory work in a charity hospital in the Negro tenement 
district, where victims of alcohol or pistol- and knife- 
wounds were brought, usually by police, and his job 
was making routine tests for syphilis. *Tou dont need a 
microscope or Wassermann paper,” he told her that 
night. “All you need is enough light to tell what race 
they belong to.” She had set two planks on trestles be- 
neath the skylight which she called her work bench and 
at which for some time now she had been puttering with 
a package of plaster of paris from the ten cent store, 
though he had paid little attention to what she was do- 
ing. She now bent over this table with a scrap of paper 
and a pencil while he watched the blunt supple hand 
make the big sprawling rapid figures. 

“You will make this much a month,” she said. “And 
it costs this much for us to live a month. And we have 
this much to draw from to make up the difference.” The 
figures were cold, incontrovertible, the very pencil marks 
had a scornful and impregnable look; incidentally she 
now saw to it that he made not only the current weekly 
remittances to his sister but that he had also sent to her 
the equivalent sum of the lunches and the abortive hotel 
during the six weeks in New Orleans. Then she wrote 
down a date beside the last figure; it would be in early 
September. “On that day we wont have any money left.” 

Then he repeated something he had Aought while 
sitting on the park bench that day: “It will be all right. 
Fve just got to get used to love. I never tried it before; 
you see, I'm at least ten years behind myself. I'm still 
free wheeling. But I’ll get back into gear soon.” 

“Yes,” she said. Then she crumpled the paper and 
flipped it aside, turning. “But that’s not important. 
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That's just whether it's steak or hamburger. And hun- 
»ei’s not here—" She struck his belly with the flat of her 
land. "That's just your old guts growling. Hunger's 
here." She touched his breast. "Dont you ever forget 
that." 

"I wont. Not now." 

“But you may. You've been hungry down here in your 
guts, so you are afraid of it. Because you are always a 
little afraid of what you have stood. If you had ever been 
in love before, you wouldn’t have been on that train that 
;dternoon. Would you?" 

"Yes," he said. "Yes. Yes." 

"So it's more than just training your brain to remem- 
ber hunger's not in the belly. Your belly, your guts them- 
selves, have got to believe it. Can yours believe it?" 

"Yes," he said. Only she's not so sure of that he told 
himself, because three days later when he returned from 
the hospital he found the work bench littered with 
twisted bits of wire and bottles of shellac and glue and 
wood fiber, a few tubes of paint and a pan in which a 
mass of tissue paper soaked in water, which two after- 
noons later had become a collection of little figures — 
deer and wolfhounds and horses and men and women, 
lean epicene sophisticated and bizarre, with a quality 
fantastic and perverse; the afternoon after that when he 
returned she and the figures were gone. She came in an 
hour later, her yellow eyes like a cat's in the dark, not 
triumph or exultation but rather fierce afiirraation, and 
with a new ten-dollar bill. 

"He took them all," she said, she named a leading 
department store. "Then he let me dress one of the win- 
dows. I have an order for a hundred dollars more— his- 
torical figures about Chicago, this part of the West. You 
know— Mrs. O'Leary with Nero’s face and the cow with 
a ukelele, Kit Carson with legs like Nijinsky and no 
face, just two eyes and a shelf of forehead to shade them 
with, buffalo cows with the heads and flanks of Arabian 
mares. And all the other stores on Michigan Avenue. 
Here. Take it." 

He refused. "It's yours. You earned it." She looked 
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at him — the unwinking yellow stare in which he seemed 
to blunder and fumble like a moth, a rabbit caught in 
the glare of a torch; an envelopment almost like a li- 
quid, a chemical precipitant, in which all the dross of 
small lying and sentimentality dissolved away. "I dont— 

“You dont like the idea of your woman helping to 
supjx>rt you, is that it? Listen. Dont you like what we've 
got?" 

“You know I do." 

“Then what docs it matter what it cost us, what we 
pay for it? or how? You stole the money we've got now; 
wouldn't you do it again? Isn't it worth it, even if i^, all 
busts tomorrow and we have to spend the rest of our 
lives paying interest?" 

“Yes. Only it's not going to bust tomorrow. Nor next 
month. Nor next year — " 

“No. Not as long as we are worthy of keeping of it. 
Good enough. Strong enough. Worthy to be allowed to 
keep it. To get what you want as decently as you can, 
then keep it. Keep it." She came and put her arms 
around him, hard, striking her body against him hard, 
not in caress but exactly as she would grasp him by the 
hair to wake him up from sleep. “That's what I'm going 
to do. Try to do. I like bitching, and making things with 
my hands. I dont think that's too much to be permitted 
to like, to want to have and keep.” 

She earned that hundred dollars, working at night 
now, after he was in bed and sometimes asleep; during 
the next five weeks she earned twenty-eight dollars more, 
then she filled an order amounting to fifty. Then the 
orders stopped; she could get no more. Nevertheless she 
continued to work, at night altogether now, since she 
was out with her samples, her completed figures all day, 
and she worked usually with an audience now, for now 
their apartment had become a sort of evening club. It 
began with a newspaper man named McCord who had 
worked on a New Orleans paper during the brief time 
when Charlotte's youngest brother (in a dilettante and 
undeigraduate heeler manner, Wilboume gathered) had 
cubbed there. She met him on the street; he came to din- 
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ner one evening and took them out to dinner one even- 
ing; three nights later he appeared with three men and 
two women and four bottles of whiskey at their apart- 
ment, and after that Wilbourne never knew just whom 
he would find when he reached home, except that it 
would not be Charlotte alone and, regardless of who 
was there, idle, who even after the dearth season of 
sales had extended into weeks and then a month and 
summer was almost upon them, still worked in a cheap 
loverall already filthy as that of any house painter and a 
glass of whiskey-and-water among the twists of wire and 
pots of glue, and paint and plaster which transformed 
steadily and endlessly beneath the deft untiring hands 
into the effigies elegant, bizarre, fantastic and perverse. 

Then she made a final sale, a small one, and it was 
done, finished. It stopped as abruptly and inexplicably 
as it had begun. The summer season was on now, they 
told her at the stores, and the tourists and natives too 
were leaving town to escape the heat. ‘'Except that that's 
a lie," she said. “It's the saturation pt^int," she told him, 
told them all: it was at night, she had returned late with 
the cardboard box containing the figures which had 
been refused, so the evening's collection of callers had 
already arrived. “But I expected it. Because these are 
just fun." Sh had taken the effigies from the box and set 
them up on the work bench again. "like something 
created to live only in the pitch airless dark, like in a 
bank vault or maybe a poison swamp, not in the rich 
normal nourishing air breathed ofl' of guts full of vege- 
tables from Oak Park and Evanston. And so that's it and 
that's all. And now I'm not an artist any more and I'm 
tired and I'm hungry and I'm going to curl up with one 
of our good books and one of our crusts. So let each and 
all of you step up to the bench and choose himself or 
herself one souvenir and memento of this occasion, and 
beat it." 

“We can still eat a crust," he told her. And besides, 
she*s not done yet, he thought. She hasn*t quit yet She 
never will, thinking as he had thought before that there 
was a part of her which neither he nor Rittenmeyer had 
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ever touched, which did not even love love. In less than 
a month he believed that he had proof of this; he re- 
turned and found her at the bench again, in a profound 
excitement which he had never seen before—an excite- 
ment without exultation but with a grim and deadly 
quality of irresistible driving as she told him about it. 
It was one of the men whom McCord had brought, a 
photographer. She was to make puppets, marionettes, 
and he to photograph them for magazine covers and 
advertisements; j>erhaps later they would use the actual 
puppets in charades, tableaux— a hired hall, a rented sta- 
ble, something, anything. *'It's my money,'' she told him. 
“The hundred and twenty-five dollars I never could get 
you to take.” 

She worked with tense and concentrated fury. She 
would be at the bench wlien he went to sleep, he would 
wake at two and three oclock and find the fierce work- 
ing light above it still burning. Now he would return 
(from the hospital at first, then from the park bench 
where he spent his days after he lost his job, leaving and 
returning home at the usual hours so she would not sus- 
pect) and sec the actual figures almost as large as small 
children — a Quixote with a gaunt mad dreamy unco- 
ordinated face, a Falstaff with the worn face of a syph- 
ilitic barber and gross with meat (a single figure, yet 
when he looked at it he seemed to see two: the man and 
the gross flesh like a huge bear and its fragile consump- 
tiv^e keeper; it .seemed to him that he could actually watch 
the man struggling witli the mountain of entrails as the 
keeper might wrestle with the bear, not to overcome it 
but to pass it, escape it, as you do with the atavistic 
beasts in nightmare) , Roxanne with spit curls and a wad 
of gum like the sheet music demonstrator in a ten-cent 
store, Cyrano with the face of a low-comedy Jew in vau- 
deville* the monstrous flare of whose nostrils ceased ex- 
actly on the instant of becoming molluscs, a piece of 
cheese in one hand and a check book in the other— ac- 
cumulating about the apartment, filling all available 
spaces of floor and walls, fragile perverse and disturbing, 
with incredible rapidity; begun continued and com- 
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pletecl in one sustained rush of furious industry — a space 
of time broken not into successive days and nights but 
a single ftitervaJ interrupted only by eating and sleeping. 

Then she finished the last one and now she would he 
gone all day and half the night; he would return in the 
afternoon and find a scrawled note on a scrap of paper 
or a margin torn from a newspaper or even the tele- 
phone book: Don*i wait for rne. Go out and eat, which 
he would do and return and go to bed and sometimes to 
sleep until she slid naked (she never wore a sleeping 
garment, she told him she had never owned one) into 
bed to wake him, rouse him to listen with a hard wres- 
tling movement, holding him in her hard arms while she 
talked in a grim quiet rapid voice not about money or 
its lack, not about the details of the day's progress with 
the photographing, but of their present life and situa- 
tion as though it were a complete whole without past or 
future in which themselves as individuals, the need for 
money, the figures she had made, were component parts 
like the parts of a tableau or a puzzle, none more im- 
portant than another; lying still and relaxed in the 
darkness while she held him, not even bothering to be 
aware whether his eyes were open or not, he seemed to 
see their joint life as a fragile globe, a bubble, which 
she kept balanced and intact above disaster like a 
trained seal does its ball. She's worse eff than / am, he 
thought. She doesn't exjen know what it is to hope. 

Then the puppet business ended, as abruptly and 
completely as the window dressing had. He returned one 
evening and she was at home, reading. The filthy overall 
in which she had lived for weeks (it was August now) 
was gone and then he saw that the work bench was not 
only clean of its former litter of wire and paint, it had 
been drawn into the center of the room and had become 
a table covered with a strip of chintz and stacked with 
the magazines and books which formerly had rested 
upon the floor and in the unused chairs and such, and, 
most surprising of all, a bowl of flowers. “Fve got some 
things here," she said. "We'll eat at home for a change." 

She had chops and such, she prepared the meal in a 



curiously frivolous apron new too like the chintz on the 
table; he thought how failure, reacting upon her like on 
a man by investing her with a sort of dignified humility, 
had yet brought out in her a quality which he had never 
seen before, a quality not only female but profoundly 
feminine. They ate, then she cleared the table. He of- 
fered to help but she refused. So he sat with a book be- 
side the lamp, he heard her in the kitchen for a time, 
then she emerged and entered the bedroom. He did not 
hear her when she came out of the bedroom at all since 
her bare feet made no sound on the floor; he just looked 
up to see her standing beside him— the compactly sim|de 
rightness of the body lines, the sober intent yellow s^arc. 
She took the book from him and ]>ut it on the converted 
table, "‘Get your clothes ofl,” she said. “The hell with it. 
I ran still bitch." 

But lie did not tell her about the job for another two 
weeks. His reason was no longer concern that the news 
might destroy her accord wdth what she was concen- 
trating on, since that was no longer valid now, if it had 
ever been, and it was no longer the possibility that he 
might find something else before she would need to 
know, for that was not valid either now, since he had 
tried that and failed, nor was it die Micawber-like faith 
of the inert in tomorrow; it was partly perhaps the 
knowledge that late enough would be soon enough, but 
mostly (he did not tiy to fool himself) it was a pro- 
found faith in her. Not in them, in her. God wont let 
her stanWj he thought. She\s too valuable. He did too 
well ivith her. Eyoen the one who tnade everything must 
fancy some of it enough to want to keep it. So each day 
he would leave the ajjartment at the usual hour and sit 
on his bench in the park until time to go home. And 
once each day he would take out the wallet and produce 
the slip of paper on which he kept a record of the 
dwindling money, as if he expected each time to find that 
the amount had changed or that he had misread it the 
day before, finding each time that it had not and he had 
not— the neat figures, the $182.00 less $5.00 or $10.00, 
with the date of each subtraction; by the day it would 
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!bc due there would not be enough to pay the quarter’s 
rent on the first day of September. And then sometimes 
he would take out the other paper, the pink cashier’s 
check with its perforated legend Only Three Hundred 
Dollars, There would be something almost ceremonial 
about it, like the formal preparation by the addict of his 
opium pipe, and then for the time he would as com- 
pletely renounce reality as the opium smoker himself 
while he invented a hundred ways to spend it, shifting 
the various components of the sum and their bought 
equivalents here and there like a jigsaw puzzle, knowing 
that this was a form of masturbation (thinking, because 
I am still, and probably will always be, in the puberty of 
money) , that if it were teally possible to cash the check 
and use the money, he would not even dare to toy with 
the idea. 

I hen he returned home one afternoon and found her 
at the work bench again. It was still the table, still in 
the center of the room; she had merely turned bat k the 
chintz and shoved the books and magazines to one end, 
and she wore the apron and not the coverall and she was 
working now with a kind of idle bemusement like some- 
one passing time with a deck of cards. The figure was 
not three inches tall — a little ancient shapeless man with 
a foolish disorganised face, the face of a harmless im- 
becile clown. “It’s a Bad Smell," she said. Then he un- 
derstood. "That’s all it is, just a bad smell. Not a wolf 
at the door. Wolves are Things. Keen and ruthless. 
Strong, even if they are cowards. But this is just a bad 
smell because hunger is not here—" Again she struck his 
belly with the back of her hand. "Hunger’s up there. It 
doesn’t look like this. It looks like a skyrocket or a ro- 
man candle or at least one of those sparkler sticks for 
little children that sparkle away into a live red coal 
that’s not afraid to die. But this.*’ She looked up at him. 
rhen he knew it was coming. "How much money have 
we got?" 

"A hundred and forty-eight dollars. But it’s all right. 

“Oh, then you have paid next quarter’s rent already." 
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Then it came, it was too late now. My trouble is, every- 
tune I tell either the truth or a lie I seem to have to sell 
myself on the idea first, ‘Took at me. You mean you 
haven't been to the hospital in two months?" 

“It was the detective. You were busy then, that was 
the month you forgot to write to New Oilcans. He wasn't 
trying to hur — get me fired. He just hadn't heard from 
you and he was worried. He was trying to find out if 
you were all right. It wasn't him, it was the detective 
who spilled the works. So they let me go. It was funny. 
I was fired from a job which existed because of moral 
turpitude, on the grounds of moral turpitude. Only it 
wasn't actually that, of course. The job just played out, 
as I knew in time it would—" 

"Well," she said. "And we haven't got a drink in the 
house. You go down to the store and get a bottle while 
I—No, wait. We'll go out and eat ancl drink both. Be- 
sides, we’ll have to find a dog." 

"A dog?" F'rorn where he stood he could see her in the 
kitchen take from the ice box the two chops for supper 
and wrap them again. 

"But certainly, friend," she said. "Get your hat." 

It was evening, the hot August, the neon flashed and 
glared, alternately corpse- and hell-glowing the faces in 
the street and their own too as they walked, she still 
carrying the two chops in the thick slick clammy butch- 
er’s paper. Within the block they met McCord. "We've 
lost our job," she told him. "So we're looking for a dog." 

Presently it began to seem to Wilbourne that the in- 
visible dog was actually among them. They were in a 
bar now, one which they frequented, meeting perhaps 
twice a week by chance or prearrangement the group 
wliich McCord had brought into their lives. There were 
four of these ("We've lost our job," McCord told them. 
"And now we're waiting for a dog.") present now, the 
seven of them sitting about a table set for eight, an 
empty chair, an empty gap, the two chops unwrapped 
now and on a plate beside a glass of neat whiskey among 
the highballs. They had not eaten yet; twice Wilbourne 
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leaned to her: ‘‘Hadn't we better eat something? It's all 
right; I can—" 

"Yes, it's all right. It’s fine." She was not speaking to 
him. "We've got forty-eight dollars too much; just think 
of that. E\'cn the Armours haven’t got forty-eight dollars 
too much. Drink up, ye armourous sons. Keep up with 
the dog." 

"Yah," McCord said. "Set, yc armourous sons, in a sea 
of heniingwaves." 

I he neon flashed and glared, the traffic lights blinked 
from green to red and back to green again above the 
squawking cabs and hearsc-like limousines. Tiiey had 
not eaten yet though they had lost two members of the 
party, they were six in the cab, sitting on each other's 
knees while Charlotte carried the chops (they had lost 
the paper now) and McCord held the invisible dog; it 
was named Moreover now, from the Bible, the poor 
man's table. "But listen," McCord said. "Just listen a 
minute. Doc and Gillespie and I own it. Gillespie’s up 
there now, but he will have to be back in town by the 
first and it will be empty. Y^ou could take your hundred 
bucks — " 

"You're impractical," Charlotte said. "You're talking 
about security. Have you no soul?-~How much money 
have we got now, Harry?" 

He looked at the meter. "A hunched and twenty-two 
dollars." 

"But listen," McCord said. 

"All right," she said. "But now is no time to talk. 
You've made your bed; lie in it. And pull the covers 
over your head." They were in Evanston now; they had 
stopped at a drug store and they had a flashlight now, 
the cab crawling along a suburban and opulent curb 
while Charlotte, leaning across McCord, played the flash- 
light upon the passing midnight lawns. “There's one," 
she said. 

"I don't see it," McCord said. 

"Look at that fence. Did you ever hear of an iron 
fence with a wreath of pansies in each panel that didn't 
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have an iron dog inside of it? The house has got a man- 
jiard roof too/* 

**1 dont see any house/* McCord said, 
dont either. But look at that fence.’* 

The cab stopped, they got out. The torch beam played 
on the iron fence with scrolled spear-tipped panels set 
in concrete; there was even a h itching-post in the effigy 
of a Negro boy beside the small scrolled gate. “You’re 
right/’ McCord said. “There’ll be one here.” They did 
not use the light now, but even in the faint starlight they 
could see it plain — the cast iron Saint Bernard with 
its composite face of the emperor Franz Josef and a 
Maine banker in the year 1859. Charlotte placed the 
chops upon the iron pediment, between the iron feet; 
they returned to the cab. “Listen,’’ McCord said. “It’s 
completely equipped — three rooms and kitchen, bed- 
ding, cooking things, plenty of wood for the chopping; 
you can even bathe if you want to. And all the other 
cottages will be empty after the first of September and 
nobody to bother you and right on the lake, you can 
have fish for a while yet, and with your hundred dollars 
in grub and the cold wont come until in October, maybe 
not until November; you could stay up there until 
Christmas or even longer than that if you dont mind the 
cold-’’ 

McCord drove them up to the lake on the Saturday 
night before Labor Day, the hundred dollars worth of 
food — the tins, the beans and rice and coffee and salt 
and sugar and flour— in the rumble. Wilbourne contem- 
plated the equivalent of their last dollar with a certain 
sobriety. “You dont realise how flexible money is until 
you exchange it for something,’’ he said. “Maybe this is 
what the economists mean by a normal diminishing 
return.” 

“You dont mean flexible,” McCord said. “You mean 
volatile. That’s w^hat Congress means by a fluid currency. 
If it rains on us before we get this stuff under a roof, 
you'll see. Those beans and rice and truck will boil us 
clean out of the car like three matches in a pail of home 
brew.” They had a bottle of whiskey and McCord and 
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Wilboume took turns driving while i^narlotte slej>t. 
They reached the cottage just after dawn— a hundred 
odd acres of water surrounded by second growth spruce, 
four clearings with a cabin in each (from the chimney 
of one of them smoke stood. *‘That*s Bradley,'' McCord 
said. “I thought he'd be out by now.") and a short pier 
into the water. There was a narrow finger of beach with 
a buck standing on it, pink in the Sunday dawn, its head 
up, watching them for an instant before it whirled, its 
white scut arcing in long bounds while Charlotte, spring- 
ing from the car. her face swollen with sleep, ran to the 
water's edge, squealing. "That's what I was trying to 
make!" she cried. “Not the animals, the dogs and deer 
and horses: the motion, the speed." 

"Sure,** McCord said. "Let's eat." They unloaded the 
car and carried the things in and started a fire in the 
stove, then while Charlotte cooked breakfast Wilbournc 
and McCord carried the bottle down to the water and 
squatted. They drank from the bottle, saluting one an- 
other. Then there was one drink left. "Charlotte's," 
McCord said. "She can drink to the Wagon, the long 
drouth." 

"I'm happy now," Wilbourne said. "I know exactly 
where I am going. It's perfectly straight, between two 
rows of cans and sacks, fifty dollars' worth to a side. Not 
street, that's houses and people. This is a solitude. Then 
the water, the solitude wavering slow while you lie and 
look up at it." Squatting and still holding the almost 
empty bottle he put his other hand into the water, the 
still, dawn-breathing liquid with the temperature of the 
synthetic ice water in hotel rooms, the ripples fanning 
slowly from his wrist, McCord stared at him. "And then 
fall will come, the first cold, the first red and yellow 
leaves drifting down, the double leaves, the reflection 
rising to meet the falling one until they touch and rock 
a little, not quite closing. And then you could open your 
eyes for a minute if you wanted to, remembered to, and 
watch the shadow of the rocking leaves on the breast be- 
side you." 

"For sweet Jesus Schopenhauer," McCord said. "What 
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the bloody hell kind of ninth-rate Teasdale is this? You 
haven't near done your share of starving yet. You haven't 
near served your apprenticeship to destitution. If you're 
not careful, you’ll talk that stuff to some guy who will 
believe it and’ll hand you the pistol and see you use it. 
Stop thinking about yourself and think about Charlotte 
for a while." 

“That’s who I’m talking about. But I wouldn’t use 
the pistol, anyway. Because I started tliis too late. I still 
believe in love." Then he told McCord about the cash- 
ier's check. “If I didn’t believe in it, I’d give you the 
check and send her back with you tonight." 

“And if you believed in it as much as you say you do, 
you would have torn that check up a long time ago." 

“If I tore it up, nobody would ever get the money. He 
couldn’t even get it back from the bank." 

“Damn him. You dont owe him anything. Didn’t you 
take his wife off his hands for him? Yah, you’re a hell 
of a guy. You haven’t even got the courage of your for- 
nications, have you?" McCord rose. “Come on. I smell 
coffee." 

Wilbourne didn’t move, his hand still in the water. 
“I haven’t hurt her." Then he said, “Yes I have. If I 
hadn’t marked her by now, I would—" 

“What?" 

“Refuse to believe it," 

For a full minute McCord stood looking down at the 
other as he squatted, the bottle in one hand and the 
other wTist-deep in the water. U** he said. Then 
Charlotte called them from the door. Wilbourne rose. 

“I wouldn't use the pistol," he said. “I’ll still take 
this." 

Charlotte did not take the drink. Instead she set the 
bottle on the mantel. “To remind us of our lost civiliza- 
tion when our hair begins to spread," she said. They ate. 
There were two iron cots in each of the two bedrooms, 
two more on the screened porch. While Wilbourne 
washed the dishes Charlotte and McCord made up the 
cots on the porch with bedding from the locker; when 
Wilbourne came out McCord already lay on one cot, 
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his shoes off, smoking. “Go on,“ he said. “Take it. Char- 
lotte says she dont want to sleep any more." She came 
out at that moment, carrying a pad of paper, a tin cup, 
a new japanned color box. 

“We had a dollar and a half left over, even after we 
bought the whiskey,” she said. “Maybe that deer will 
come back.” 

“Take some salt to put on his tail,” McCord said. 
“Maybe he will stand still and pose for you.” 

“I dont want him to pose. That’s just what I dont 
want. I dont want to copy a deer. Anybody can do that.” 
She went on, the screen door slapped behind her. Wil- 
bourne did not look after her. He lay smoking too, his 
hands beneath his head. 

“Listen,” McCord .said. “Yoirve got a lot of food, 
there’s plenty of wood here and cover when it turns cold, 
and when things begin to open up in towui maybe I can 
sell some of that junk she made, get orders—” 

“I’m not worrying. I told you ] am happy. Nothing 
can take what 1 have already had away from me.” 

“Now, ain’t that just sweet. Listen. Why dont you 
give me that damn check and send her back with me and 
you can eat through your hundred bucks and then move 
into the woods and eat ants and play Saint Anthony in 
a tree and on Christmas you can take a mussel shell and 
make yourself a present of your own oysters. Fm going 
to sleep.” He turned over and seemed to go to sleep at 
once, and soon Wil bourne slept too. He w^aked once and 
knew by the sun that it was past noon and that she was 
not in the house. But he was not concerned; lying awake 
for a moment it was not the twenty-seven barren years 
he looked at, and she would not be far, the path straight 
and empty and quiet between the two fifty-dollar rows 
of cans and sacks, she would wait for him. // that is to 
be, she will wait, he thought. If we are to lie so, it will 
be together in the wavering solitude in spite of Mac and 
his ninth-rate Teasdale who seems to remember a hell of 
a lot of what people read, beneath the red. and yellow 
drift of the waning year, the myriad kissing of the re- 
peated leaves. 
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The sun was just above the trees when she returned. 
The top sheet of the pad was still blank, though the 
paints had been used. ‘'Were they that bad?"' McCord 
said. He was busy at the stove with beans and rice and 
dried apricots — one of those secret cooking or eating 
specialties such as every bachelor seems to have and 
which some can actually produce though, you would 
have said at first glance, not McCoid. 

“Maybe a little bird told her what you were doing 
with fifty cents’ worth of our grub, so she had to run,” 
Wilbourne said. The concoction was ready at last. It was 
not so bad, Wilbourne admitted. “Only I dont know 
whether it actually is not foul, or if it’s something pro- 
tective—that what I taste is not this at all but the forty 
or fifty cents it represents, if maybe I don’t have a gland 
for cowardice in my palate or stomach too.” He and 
Charlotte washed the dishes, McCord went out and re- 
turned with an armful of wood and laid a fire. “We 
wont need that tonight,” Wilbourne said. 

“It wont cost you anything but the wood,” McCord 
said. “And you’ve got from here to the Canadian line 
to get more from. You can run all Northern Wisconsin 
up this chimney if you want to.” Then they sat before 
the fire, smoking and not talking a great deal, until time 
for McCord to leave. He would not stay, holiday to- 
morrow or not. Wilbourne went out to the car with him 
and he got into it, looking back at Charlotte in silhouette 
against the fire, in the door. “Yah,” he said. “You don't 
need to worry, no more than an old lady being led across 
the street by a policeman or an eagle scout. Because 
when the damned bloody wild drunken car comes along 
it wont be the old lady, it will be the cop or the scout it 
busts the hell out of. Watch yourself.” 

“Watch myself?” 

“Yah. You cant be even afraid all the time without 
taking some pains.” 

Wilbourne returned to the house. It was late, yet she 
had not begun to undress; again he mused, not on the 
adaptibility of women to circumstance but on the ability 
of women to adapt the illicit, even the criminal, to a 
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bourgeois standard of respectability as he watched her, 
barefoot, moving about the room, making those subtle 
alterations in the fixtures of this temporary abode as 
they even do in hotel rooms rented for but one night, 
producing from one of the boxes which he had believed 
to contain only food objects from their apartment in 
Chicago which he not only did not know she still had 
but had forgotten they ever owned— th(* books they had 
acquired, a copper bowl, even the chintz cover from the 
ex'work bench, then from a cigarette carton which she 
had converted into a small receptacle resembling a cof- 
fin, the tiny figure of the old man, the Bad Smell; he 
watched her set it on the mantel and stand looking at it 
for a time, musing too, then take up the bottle wdth the 
drink they had saved her and, with the ritualistic so- 
briety of a child playing, }x>ar the whiskey onto the 
hearth. “The lares and penates.“ she said. “J dont know 
Latin, but They will know what 1 mean/' 

Lhey slept in the two cots on the porch, then, it turn- 
ing cold just before dawn, in one cot, her bare feet fast 
on the boaixis, the hard plunge of elbow and hip wak- 
ing him £is she came into the blankets smelling of bacon 
and balsam. There was a gray light on the lake and 
when he heard the loon he knew exactly what it was, he 
even knew what it would look like, listening to the rau- 
cous idiot voice, thinking how man alone of all creatures 
tleliberately atrophies his natural senses and that only at 
the exjxjnse of others: how the four-legged animal gains 
all its information through smelling and seeing and 
hearing and distrusts all else while tlie two-legged one 
believes only what it reads. 

The fire felt good the next morning. While she washed 
the breakfast dishes he cut more wood for it behind the 
cabin, removing his sweater now, the sun definitely im- 
pacting now though he was not fooled, thinking how in 
these latitudes Labor Day and not equinox marked the 
suspiration of summer, the long sigh toward autumn and 
the cold, when she called him from the house. He en- 
tered; in the middle of the room stood a stranger carry- 
ing balanced on his shoulder a large cardboard box, a 
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man no older than himself, barefoot, in faded khaki 
slacks and a sleeveless singlet, sunbrowned, with blue 
eyes and pale sunburned lashes and symmetrical ridges 
of straw-colored hair— the perefct reflexive coiffure — who 
was looking quietly at the effigy on the mantel. Through 
the open door behind him Wilboiirne saw a beached 
canoe. ‘'This is—" Charlotte said. "What did you say 
your name was?" 

"Bradley," the stranger said. He looked at Wilboiirne, 
his eyes almost white against his skin like a kodak nega- 
tive, balancing the box on his shoulder while he ex- 
tended the other hand. 

"Wilbourne," Charlotte said. "Bradley’s the neigh- 
bor. He’s leaving today. He brought us what grub they 
had left." 

"No use lugging it out again," Bradley said. "Your 
wife tells me you folks are going to stay on a wdiile, so 
I thought — " he gave Wilbourne a brief hard violent 
bone-crushing meaningless grip— the broker’s front man 
two years out of an Eastern college. 

"That’s decent of you. We'll be glad to have it. Here, 
let me — ’’ But the other had already swung the box to 
the floor; it was well filled. Charlotte and Wilbourne 
carefully did not look at it. "Thanks a lot. The more we 
have in the house, the harder it will be for the wolf to 
get in." 

"Or to crowd us out when he does," Charlotte said. 
Bradley looked at her. He laughed, that is with his teeth. 
His eyes did not laugh, the assured, predatory eyes of 
the still successful prom leader. 

"Not bad," he said, "Do you—*’ 

"Thanks," Charlotte said. "Will you have some cof- 
fee?" 

"Thanks, I’ve had breakfast. We were up at dawn. 
Must be back in town tonight." Now he looked at the 
effigy on the mantel again. "May I?" he said. He ap- 
proached the mantel. "Do I know him? I seem — " 

"1 hope not," Charlotte said. Bradley looked at her. 

"We hope not yet, she means," Wilbourne said. But 
Bradley continued to watch Charlotte, the pale brows 
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courteously interrogatory above the predatory eyes which 
did not smile when the mouth did. 

“It's the Bad Smell," Charlotte said. 

“Oh. I see." He looked at the effigy. “You made it. I 
saw you sketching yesterday. Across the lake." 

“1 know you did." 

“Touch," he said. “Can 1 apologise? I wasn't spying." 

“I wasn’t hiding." Bradley looked at her and now 
VVilbourne lor the first time saw the eyebrows and mouth 
in accord, quizzical, sardonic, ruthless, the whole man 
emanating a sort of crass and insolent conlidcnce. 

“Sure?" he said. 

“Sufficiently," Charlotte said. She moved to the mantel 
and took the effigy from it. “It's too bad you arc leaving 
before we can return your call upon your wife. But per- 
haps you will accept this as a memento of your perspicu- 
ity." 

“No; really, I—" 

“Take it," Charlotte said pleasantly. “You must need 
it much worse than we do." 

“Well, thanks." He took the effigy. “Thanks. We've 
got to get back to town tonight. But maybe we could 
look in on the way out. Mrs. Bradley would — " 

“Do," Charlotte said. 

“Thanks," he said. He turned toward the door. 
“Thanks again." 

“Thanks again too," Charlotte said. He went out; 
Wilbourne watched him shove the canoe off and step 
into it. Then Wilbourne went and .stooped over the box. 

“What are you going to do?" Charlotte said. 

“I’m going to carry it back and throw it in his front 
door." 

“Oh, you bloody ass," she said. She came to him. 
“Stand up. We're going to eat it. Stand up like a man." 
He rose, she put her hard arms around him, wrestling 
liira against her with re-strained savage impatience. “Why 
dont you grow up, you damned home-wrecking boy 
licout? Dont you know yet that we just dont look mar- 
ried, thank God, even to brutes?" She held him hard 
against her, leaning back, her hips against him and mov- 
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ing faintly while she stared at him, the yellow stare 
inscrutable and derisive and with that quality which he 
had come to recognise— that ruthless and almost un- 
bearable honesty. “Like a man, I said,“ holding him 
hard and derisive against her moving hips though that 
was not necessary. She dont need to touch me, he thought. 
Nor the sound of her ooice even nor the smell, a slipper 
will do it, one of those fragile instigations to venery dis- 
carded in the floor, “Come on. That’s right. That’s bet- 
ter. That’s fine now.” She freed one hand and began to 
unfasten his shirt. “Only this is supposed to be bad luck 
or something in the forenoon, isn’t it? Or isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” he said. “Yes.” She began to unfasten his belt. 

“Or is this just the way you assuage insults to me? 
Or arc you going to bed with me just because somebody 
happened to remind you I divide at the belly?” 

“Yes,” he said. “Yes.” 

Later in the forenoon they heard Bradley’s car depart. 
Face down and half lying across him (She had been 
asleep, her weight heavy and relaxed, her head beneath 
his chin, her breath slow and full) she raised up, one 
elbow in his stomach and the blanket slipping away 
from her shoulders, while the sound of the car died 
away. “Well, Adam,” she said. But they had always been 
alone, he told her. 

“Ever since that first night. That picture. We couldn’t 
be any more alone, no matter who went away.” 

“I know it. I mean, I can go swimming now.” She slid 
out from beneath the blanket. He watched her, the grave 
simple body a little broader, a little solider than the 
Hollywood-cod-liver-oil advertisements, the bare feet 
padding across the rough boards, toward the screen door. 

“There are bathing suits in the locker,” he said. She 
didn’t answer. The screen door slapped. Then he could 
not see her any more, or he would have had to raise his 
head. 

She swam each morning, the three bathing suits still 
undisturbed in the locker. He would rise from breakfast 
and return to the porch and lie on the cot and hear pres- 
ently her bare feet cross the room and then the porch; 
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perhaps he would watch the steadily and smoothly 
browning body cross the porch. Then he would sleep 
again (this scarcely an hour after he had waked from 
slumber, a habit which he formed v;ithin the first six 
days) to wake later and look out and see her lying on 
the pier on stomach or back, her arms folded across or 
beneath her face; sometimes he would still be there, not 
sleeping now^ and not even thinking but merely existing 
in a drowsy and foetuslike state, passive and almost un- 
sentient in the womb of solitude and peace, when she 
returned, moving then only enough to touch his lips to 
the sun-impacted flank as she stopped beside the cot, 
tasting the impacted sun. Then one day something hap- 
pened to him. 

September had gone, the nights and mornings were 
definitely chilly; she had changed her swim from after 
breakfast to after lunch and they were talking about 
when they would have to move the bedding in from the 
porch to the room with the fireplace. But the days them- 
selves were unchanged — the same stationary recapitula- 
tion of golden interval between dawn and sunset, the 
long quiet identical days, the immaculate monotonous 
hierarchy of noons filled with the sun’s hot honey, 
through which the waning year drifted in red-and-yellow 
retrograde of hardwood leaves sourceless and going no- 
where. Each day she departed directly after her swim 
and sunbath, with the pad and color box, leaving him to 
move about the house empty yet at the same time thun- 
derous with the hard impact of her presence — the few 
garments she owned — the whisper of her bare feet on the 
boards — while he believed that he was worrying, not 
about the inevitable day on which their food would run 
out, but at the fact that he did not seem to worry about 
it: a curious state which he had experienced once before 
when his sister’s husband had taken him to task one sum- 
mer because he refused to exercise his vote. He remem- 
bered the exasperation just about to become rage in 
which he had tried to present his reasons to his brother- 
in-law, realising at last that he was talking faster and 
faster not to convince the brother-in-law but to justify 
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his own rage as in a mild nightmare he might be grasp- 
ing for his falling trousers; that it was not even to the 
brother-in-law he was talking but to himself. 

It became an obsession with him; he realised qui 
calmly that he had become secretly quietly and decent!' 
a little mad; he now thought constantly of the diminish- 
ing row of cans and sacks against which he was matching 
in inverse ratio the accumulating days, yet he would no^ 
go to the closet and look at them, count them. He woui4 
tell himself how it used to be he would have to steal 
away to a park bench and take out the wallet and pro- 
duce the scrap of paper and subtract numbers from one 
another, while now all he would have to do would be to 
glance at the row of cans on a shelf; he could count the 
cans and know exactly how many days more they would 
have left, he could take a pencil and mark the shelf it- 
self off into days and he would not even have to count 
cans, he could glance at the shelf and read the position 
at once, like on a thermometer. But he would not even 
look into the closet. 

He knew that during these hours he was mad and he 
fought against it sometimes, believing that he had con- 
quered the madness, for in the next succeeding instant 
the cans, save for a tragic conviction that they did not 
even matter, were as completely out of his mind as if they 
had never existed, and he would look about at his famil- 
iar surroundings with a sense of profound despair, not 
even knowing that he was worrying now, worrying so 
terribly that he did not even know it; he looked about 
with a kind of aghast amazement at the sunfilled solitude 
out of w^hich she had walked temporarily yet still re- 
mained in and to which she would presently return and 
re-enter her aura which had remained behind exactly as 
she might re-enter a garment and find him stretched on 
the cot, not sleeping now and not even reading, who had 
lost that habit along with the habit of sleep, and said 
quietly to himself, / am bored, I am bored to extinction. 
There is nothing here that / am needed for. Not even by 
her, I have already cut enough wood to last until Christ- 
mas and there is nothing else for me to do. 



One day he asked her to divide the colors and pad 
with him. She did so and found that he was color blind 
and didn’t even know it. Then each day he would lie 
on his back in a small sunny clearing he had found, 
surrounded by the fierce astringent smell of balsam, 
smoking the cheap pipe (the one provision he had made 
before leaving Chicago against the day they would ex- 
haust food and money both) , his half of the sketch pad 
and his converted sardine can color-box intact and pris- 
tine beside him. Then one day he decided to make a 
calendar, a notion innocently conceived not by mind, 
out of a desire for a calendar, but from the sheer bore- 
dom of muscles, and put into effect with the pure quiet 
sensory pleasure of a man carving a basket from a peach 
stone or the Lord’s Prayer on a pin head; he drew it 
neatly off on the sketch pad, numbering in the days, 
planning to use various appropriate colors for Sundays 
and the holidays. He discovered at once that he had lost 
count of the days, but this only added to the anticipa- 
-ttion, prolonging the work, making more involved the 
pleasure, the peach basket to be a double one, the prayer 
to be in code. So he went back to that first morning when 
he and McCord squatted beside the water, whose name 
and number he knew, then he counted forward by re- 
constructing froih memory the drowsing demarcations 
between one dawn and the next, unravelling one by one 
out of the wine-sharp and honey-still warp of tideless 
solitude the lost Tuesdays and Fridays and Sundays; 
when it suddenly occurred to him that he could prove 
his figures, establish mathematical truth out of the sunny 
and timeless void into which the individual days had 
vanished by the dates of and intervals between Char- 
lotte’s menstrual periods, he felt as some old crook- 
propped conteinplator on the ancient sheep-drifted 
Syrian hills must have felt after stumbling by accident 
on some Alexandrian formula which proved the starry 
truths which he had watched nightly all his life and 
knew to be true but not how nor why. 

That was when the thing happened to him. He sat 
looking at what he had made in a gleeful and amazed 
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amusement at his own cunning in contriving for God, 
for Nature the unmatheraatical, the overfecund, the 
prime disorderly and illogical and patternless spend- 
thrift, to prove his mathematical problem for him, when 
he discovered that he had given six weeks to the month 
of October and that the day in which he now stood was 
November twelfth. It seemed to him that he could see 
the actual numeral, incontrovertible and solitary, in the 
anonymous identical hierarchy of the lost days; he 
seemed to see the row of cans on the shelf a half mile 
away, the dynamic torpedolike solid shapes which up to 
now had merely dropped one by one, silently and with- 
out weight, into that stagnant time which did not ad- 
vance and which would somehow find for its two vic- 
tims food as it found them breath, now in reverse to 
time, time now the mover, advancing slow and irresist- 
ible, blotting the cans one by one in steady progression 
as a moving cloud shadow blots. Yes, he thought. lYs the 
Indian summer that did it. / have been seduced to an 
imbecile's paradise by an old whore; / have been throt- 
tled and sapped of strength and volition by the old 
weary Lilith of the year. 

He burned the calendar and went back to the cabin. 
She had not returned yet. He went to the closet and 
counted the cans. It was two hours to sunset yet; when 
he looked out toward the lake he saw that there was no 
sun and that a mass of cloud like dirty cotton had crossed 
from east to north and west and that the feel and taste 
of the air too had changed. Yes, he thought. The old 
bitch. She betrayed me and now she doesn*t need to pre- 
tend. At last he saw her approaching, circling the lake, 
in a pair of his trousers and an old sweater they had 
found in the locker with the blankets. He went to meet 
her. *‘Good Lord,*' she said. *‘I never saw you look so 
happy. Have you painted a picture or have you discov- 
ered at last that the human race really doesn't have to 
even try to produce art—’* He was moving faster than 
he knew; when he put his arms around her he jolted her 
to a stop by physical contact; thrust back, she looked at 
him with actual and not simulated astonishment now. 
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“Yes/* he said. “How's for a spot of necking?"' 

“Why, certainly, friend/' she said immediately. Then 
she thrust herself back again to look at him. “What’s 
this? What's going on here?" 

“Will you be afraid to stay here alone tonight?" Now 
she began to free herself. 

“Let me go. I cant see you good." He released her, 
though he did manage to meet the unwinking yellow 
stare which he had never yet been able to lie to. “To- 
night?" 

“This is the twelfth of November." 

“All right. Then what?" She looked at him. “Come 
on. Let’s go to the house and get to the bottom of this." 
They returned to the house; again she paused and faced 
him. “Now let's have it." 

“I just counted ihe cans. Measured the—” She stared 
at him wdth tliat hard, almost grim imjxjrsonality. “We 
can eat for about six days more." 

“All right. Then what?" 

“It was the mild weather. Like time had stopped and 
us with it, like two chips on a pond. So I didn't think 
to worry, to watch. So I'm going to walk to the village. 
It's only twelve miles. I could be back by noon tomor- 
row." She stared at him. “A letter. From Mac. It will 
be there." 

“Did you dream it would be there, or did you find it 
out in the coffee pot when you were measuring the 
grub?" 

“It will be there." 

“All right. But wait till tomorrow to go. You cant 
walk twelve miles before dark." They ate and went to 
bed. This time she came straight and got into the cot 
with him, as heedless of the hard and painful elbow 
which jabbed him as she would have been on her own 
account if the positions had been reversed, as she was 
of the painful hand which grasped his hair and shook 
his head with savage impatience. “My God, I never in 
my life saw anybody try as hard to be a husband as you 
do. Listen to me, you lug. If it was just a successful hus- 
band and food and a bed I wanted, why the hell do you 
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think I am here instead of back there where I had 
them?” 

” You’ve got to sleep and eat.” 

^Certainly we have. So why worry about it? That’s like 
worrying about having to bathe just because the water 
in the bathroom is about to be cut off.” Then she rose, 
got out of the cot with the same abrupt violence; he 
watched her cross to the door and open it and look oiu. 
He could smell the snow before she sjx)ke. ”It’s snowing.” 

”I know it. I knew this afternoon she realised the game 
was up.” 

“She?” She closed the door. This time she went to the 
other cot and got into it. “Try to get to sleep. It’ll be a 
hard walk tomorrow, if it snows much.” 

“It will be there though.” 

“Yes,” she said. She yawned, her back to him. “It’s 
probably been there a week or two.” 

He left the cabin shortly after daylight. The snow had 
ceased and it was quite cold. He reached the village in 
four hours and found the letter from McCord. It con- 
tained a check for twenty-five dollars; he had sold one 
of the puppets, and he had the promise of a job for 
Charlotte in a department store during the holiday sea- 
son. It was well after dark when he reached home. “You 
can put it all in the pot,” he said. “We’ve got twenty-five 
dollars. And Mac’s got a job for you. He’s driving up 
Saturday night.” 

“Saturday night?” 

“I wired him. I waited for an answer. That’s why I’m 
late.” They ate and this time she got quietly into the 
narrow cot with him and this time she even crept close 
to him who had never before known her to do such at 
any time, to anything. 

“I’ll be sorry to leave here.” 

“Will you?” he said quietly, peacefully, lying on his 
back, his arms crossed on his chest like a stone effigy on 
a tenth-century sepulchre, “You’ll probably be glad to 
get back, once you are there though. People to see again, 
McCord and the others you liked, Christmas and all that. 
You can get your hair clean again and your nails mani* 
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cured — This time she did not move, whose habit it 
was to assault him with that cold and disregardful sav- 
ageness, shaking and jerking at him not only for con- 
versation but even for mere emphasis. This time she lay 
perfectly still, not even breathing, her voice filled not 
with a suspiration but sheer amazed incredulity: 

''You'll probably. You are. You can. Harry, what do 
you mean?’' 

“1 hat I wired Mac to come and get you. You’ll have 
your job; that will keep you until after Christmas all 
right. I Uiought I'd just keep half the twenty-five dollars 
and stay on here. Maybe Mac can find something for me 
too; if nothing else, maybe a W.P.A. job of some sort. 
Then I’d come on back to town and then we could—” 

“Nol” she cried. *‘No! Nol Jesus God, nol Hold me! 
Hold me hard, Harry! This is what it’s for, what it all 
w^as for, what we were paying for: so we could be to- 
gether, sleep together every night: not just to eat and 
evacuate and sleep w^arm so wc can get up and eat and 
evacuate in order to sleep warm again! Hold me! Hold 
me hard! Hard!” He held her, his arms rigid, his face 
still turned upward, his lips lifted away from his rigid 
teeth, 

God, he thought. God help her. God help her. 

They left snow at the lake, though before they reached 
Chicago they had overtaken the end of the south-moving 
Indian summer for a little wdiile. But it did not last and 
now it w^as winter in Chicago too; the Canadian wind 
made ice in the Lake and blew in the stone canyons 
holly-burgeoned with the imminent Christmas, crisping 
and frosting the faces of policemen and clerks and pan- 
handlers and Red Cross and Salvation Army people 
costumed as Santa Claus, the defunctive days dying in 
neon upon the fur-framed petal faces of the wives and 
daughters of cattle and timber millionaires and the para- 
mours of politicians returned from Europe and the dude 
ranches to spend the holidays in the air-carved and opu- 
lent tenements above the iron lake and the rich sprawl- 
ing city before departing for Florida, and of the sons of 
London brokers and Midland shoe-peg knights and South 
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African senators come to look at Chicago because they 
had read Whitman and Masters and Sandburg in Oxford 
or Cambridge — members of that race which without tact 
for exploration and armed with note-books and cameras 
and sponge bags elects to pass the season of Christian 
holiday in the dark and bitten jungles of savages. 

Charlotte’s job was in a store which had been one of 
her first customers for the first figurines she had made. It 
included window- and showcase-dressing, so that her day 
sometimes began when the store closed in the afternoon 
and that of the other employees ceased. So Wilbourne 
and sometimes McCord would wait for her in a bar just 
around the corner, where they would eat an early dinner. 
Then McCord would depart to begin his upside-down 
day at the newspaper and Charlotte and Wilbourne 
would return to the store, which would now take on a 
sort of bizarre and infernal inverted life— the chromium 
glass and synthetic marble cavern which for eight hours 
had been filled with the ruthless voracious murmur of 
furred shoppers and the fixed regimented grimaces of 
satin-clad robot-like saleswomen now empty of uproar, 
glittering and quiet and echoed with cavernous silence, 
dwarfing, filled now with a grim tense fury like an empty 
midnight clinic in which a handful of pygmy-like sur- 
geons and nurses battle in low-toned decorum for some 
obscure and anonymous life, into which Charlotte would 
vanish too (not disappear: he would see her from time 
to time, consulting in pantomime with someone over 
some object which one of them held, or entering or 
leaving a window) as soon as they entered. He would 
have an evening paper and now for the next two or three 
hours he wouW sit on fragile chairs surrounded by joint- 
less figures with suave organless bodies and serene almost 
incredible faces, by draped brocade and sequins or the 
glitter of rhinestones, while charwomen appeared on 
their knees and pushing pails before them as though 
they were another species just crawled molelike from 
some tunnel or orifice leading from the foundations of 
the earth itself and serving some obscure principle of 
sanitation, not to the hushed glitter which they did not 
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even look at but to the subterranean region which they 
would crawl back to before light. Then at eleven and 
midnight and, as Christmas approached, even later they 
would go home, to the apartment which had no work 
bench and no skylight now but which was new and neat 
and in a new neat district near a park (toward which, 
around ten o'clock in the morning while lying in bed 
between his first and second sleep of the day, he could 
hear the voices of nursemaid-harried children moving) 
w^here Charlotte would go to bed and he would sit again 
at the typewriter at which he had already spent most of 
the day, the machine borrowed first from McCord then 
rented from an agency then purchased outright from 
among the firing-pinless pistols and guitars and gold- 
filled teeth in a pawnshop, on which he wrote and sold 
to the confession magazines the stories beginning **l liad 
the body and desires of a woman yet in knowledge and 
experience of the world I was but a child" or “If I had 
only had a mother's love to guard me on that fatal day" 
—stories which he wrote complete from the first capital 
to the last period in one sustained frenzied agonising 
rush like the halfback working his way through school 
who grasps the ball (his Albatross, his Old Man of the 
Sea, which, not the opposing team, not the blank in- 
controvertible chalk marks profoundly terrifying and 
meaningless as an idiot's nightmare, is his sworn and 
mortal enemy) and runs until the play is completed — 
downed or across the goal line, it doesn't matter which— 
then to go to bed himself, with dawn sometimes bey<r>nd 
the open window of the chill sleeping cubicle, to get into 
bed beside Charlotte who without waking would some- 
times turn to him, murmuring something damp and in- 
distinguishable out of sleep, and to lie again holding her 
as on that last night at the lake, himself wide awake, 
carefully rigid and still, knowing no desire to sleep, 
waiting for the smell and echo of his last batch of mor- 
on's pap to breathe out of him. 

Thus he was awake mostly while she slept, and vice 
versa. She would get up and close the window and dress 
and make coffee (the breakfast which while they were 
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poor, when they did not know for certain where the next 
measure of coffee to put into the pot was coming from, 
they would prepare and eat together, the dishes of which 
they would wash and dry together side by side at the 
sink) and be gone and he would not know it. Then he 
in his turn would wake and listen to the passing chil- 
dren while the stale coffee heated, and drink it and sit 
down to the typewriter, entering without effort and with- 
out especial regret the anesthesia of his monotonous in- 
venting. At first he made a kind of ritual of his solitary 
lunch, fetching in the cans and slices of meat and such 
the night before, like a little boy with a new Daniel 
Boone suit hoarding crackers in the improvised forest of 
a broom closet. But lately, since he had actually bought 
the typewriter (he had voluntarily relinquished his ama- 
teur standing, he told himself then; he no longer had 
even to pretend to himself it was a lark) he began to 
dispense with lunch altogether, with the bother of eating, 
instead writing steadily on, pausing only to sit while his 
fingers rested, a cigarette scarring slowly into the edge 
of the rented table, staring at but not seeing the two or 
three current visible lines of his latest primerbald mo- 
ronic fable, his sexual gumdrop, then remembering the 
cigarette and raising it to rub uselessly at the new scorch 
before writing again. Then the hour would arrive and 
with the ink sometimes scarcely dry on the stamped 
scaled and self-addressed envelope containing the latest 
story beginning “At sixteen I was an unwed mother'* he 
would leave the apartment and walk through the 
croWlcd streets, the steadily shortening afternoons of the 
dying year, to the bar where he and Charlotte and Mc- 
Cord met. 

There was Christmas in the bar too, holly sprigs and 
mistletoe among the gleaming pyramids of glasses, mir- 
ror-repeated, the mirror aping the antic jackets of the 
barmen, the steaming seasonal bowls of hot rum and 
whiskey for the patrons to look at and recommend to one 
another while holding in their hands the same iced cock- 
tails and highballs they had been drinking all summer. 
Then McCord at their usual table, with what he called 
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breakfast — a quart stein of beer and about another quart 
of pretzels or salted peanuts or whatever was available, 
and AVilbourne would have the one drink which he al- 
lowed himself before Charlotte came (‘*1 can aflPord ab- 
stemiousness now, sobriety/* he told McCord. **1 can 
pay shot for shot an<l no holds barred with any and all 
lor the privilege of refusing/*) and they would wait for 
the hour when the stores would empty, the glass doors 
flashing outward to erupt into the tender icy glare of 
neon the holly-pinned fur-framed fares, the wind-carved 
canyons merry and crisp with the bright voices speaking 
the good wishes and good will into intransigeant vapor, 
the employees* chute too discharging presently the regi- 
mented black satin, the feet swollen with the long stand- 
ing, the faces aching with the sustained long rigid grim- 
acing. Then Charlotte would enter; they would stop 
talking and watch her approach, shifting and sidling 
past the throng at the bar and among the waiters and 
the crowded tables, her coat open above the neat uni- 
form, her hat of the current off-the-face mode thrust 
further back still as if she had pushed it there herself 
with a sweep of the forearm in the immemorial female 
gesture out of the immemorial female weariness, ap- 
proaching the tabic, her face pale and tired-looking too 
though she moved as strongly and surely as ever, the eyes 
as huniorlessly and incorrigibly honest as ever above the 
blunt strong nose, the broad pale unsubtle mouth. ‘*Rum, 
men,’* she would say, then, sinking into the chair which 
one of them drew for her: “Well, papa/* Then they 
would eat, at the wrong hour, the hour when the rest 
of the world was just beginning to prime itself for food 
(“I feel like three bears in a cage on Sunday afternoon,** 
she said) , eating the meal which none of them wanted 
and then disperse, McCord to the paper, Charlotte and 
Wilbourne back to the store. 

Tw^o days before Christmas when she entered the bar 
she carried a parcel. It contained Christmas gifts for her 
children, the two girls. They had no work bench now 
and no skylight. She unwrapped and rewrapped them 
on the bed, the immemorial— the workbench of the 
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child's unwitting begetting become the altar for the 
Child's service, she sitting on the edge of it surrounded 
by holly-stippled paper and the fatuous fragile red-and- 
green cord and gummed labels, the two gifts she had 
chosen reasonably costly but unremarkable, she looking 
at them with a sort of grim bemusement above the hands 
otherwise and at nearly every other human action un- 
hesitating and swift. '‘They haven't even taught me how 
to wrap up packages/' she said. “Children," she said. 
“It's not a child's function, really. It's for adults: a 
week's dispensation to return to childishness, to give 
something you dont want yourself to someone who 
doesn't want it either, and demand thanks for it. And 
the children swap with you. They vacate puerility and 
accept the role you abandoned not because they ever had 
any particular desire to be grown but just out of that 
ruthless piracy of children that will use anything— de- 
ception or secrecy of acting—to get anything. Anything, 
any bauble will do. Presents dont mean anything to them 
until they get big enough to calculate what it probably 
cost. That's why little girls are more interested in pres- 
ents than little boys. So they take what you give them 
not because they will accept even that in preference to 
nothing but because that's about all they expected any- 
way from the stupid oxen among whom for some reason 
they have to live. — They have offered to keep me on at 
the store." 

“What?" he said. He had not been listening to her. 
He had been hearing but not listening, looking down at 
the blunt hands among the tinsel litter, thinking. Now 
is the time for me to say. Go home. Be with them tomor- 
row night, “What?" 

“They are going to keep me on until summer at the 
store," 

He heard this time; he went through the same experi- 
ence as when he had recognised the number on the 
calendar he had made, now he knew what the trouble 
had been all the time, why he would lie rigidly and care- 
fully beside her in the •dawn, believing the reason he 
could not sleep was that he was waiting for the smell 
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of his moron pandering to fade, why he would sit before 
an unfinished page in the ty|)ewriter, believing he was 
thinking of nothing, believing he was thinking only of 
the money, how each time they always had the wrong 
amount of it and that they were about money like some 
unlucky people were about alcohol: either none or too 
much. It was the city / was thinking of, he thought. The 
city and winter together, a combination too strong for 
us yet, for a time yet— the winter that herds people in- 
side walls wherever they are, hut winter and city to- 
gether, a dungeon; the routine even if sinning, an 
absolution exfen for adultery, “No/' he said. “Because we 
are going to leave Chicago." 

“Leave Chicago?” 

“Yes. For good. You’re not going to work any more 
just for money. Wait,” he said quickly. “1 know wc 
have come to live like we had been married five years, 
but I am not coming the heavy husband on you. 1 know 
I catch myself thinking, ‘I want my wife to have the 
best* but I’m not yet saying ‘I dont approve of my 
women working.’ It's not that. It's what we have come to 
work for, got into the habit of working for before we 
knew it, almost waited too late before we found it out. 
Do you remember how you said up at the lake when I 
suggested that you clear out while the clearing was good 
and you said, ‘That’s what we bought, what wc are pay* 
ing for: to be together and eat together and sleep to- 
gether'? And now look at us. When we are together, it's 
in a saloon or a street car or walking along a crowded 
street and when we eat together it's in a crowded restau- 
rant inside a vacant hour they allow you from the store 
so you can eat and stay strong so they can get the value 
of the money they pay you every vSaturday and we dont 
sleep together at all any more, we take turns watching 
each other sleep; when I touch you I know you are too 
tired to wake up and you are probably too tired to touch 
me at all.” 

Three weeks later, with a scribbled address on a torn 
new^spaper margin folded in his vest pocket, he entered 
a downtown office building and ascended twenty floors 
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to an opaque glass door lettered Callaghan Mmes and 
entered and passed with some difficulty a chromium- 
finished office ^t\ aud laced at last aaoss a desk flat 
and perfectly bare save lor a telephone and a deck of 
cards laid out for Canfield, a reddaced cold-eyed man of 
about fifty, with a highwayman’s head and the body of 
a iwo-hundred-and-twenty-pound college fullback gone 
to fat, in a suit of expensive tweed which nevertheless 
looked on him as if he had taken it from a fire sale at 
the point of a pistol, to whom Wil bourne essayed to give 
a summary of his medical qualifications and experience. 

“Never mind that,” the other interrupted. “Can yoxi 
take care of the ordinary injuries that men working in 
a mine shaft might meet?” 

“1 was just trying to tell you—” 

“I heard you. I asked you something else. I said. Take 
care of them.” Wilbourne looked at him. 

“1 don’t think I — “ he began, 

“Take care of the mine. Of tlie people who own it. 
Have put money into it. Who will be paying your sal- 
ary as long as you earn it. I dont care two damns in 
hell how much or how little surgery and pharmacology 
you know or dont know’ or how many degrees you might 
have from where to show it. Nobody else out there will; 
there’ll be no State inspectors out there to ask to see your 
license. I want to know if you can be depended on to 
protect the mine, the company. Against backfires. Suits 
from wop pick-and-shovel men and bohunk powder- 
monkeys and chink ore-trammers to whom the notion 
might occur to swap the company a hand or a foot for a 
pension or a trip back to Canton or Hong Kong.” 

“Oh,” Wilbourne said. “I sec. Yes. I can do that,” 

“All right. You will be given transportation out to the 
mine at once. Your pay will be—” he named a sum. 

“That’s not much,” Wilbourne said. The other looked 
at him with the cold flesh-bedded eyes. Wilbourne stared 
back at him. “I have a degree from a good university, a 
recognised medical school. I lacked only a few weeks of 
finishing my internship at a hospital which has a—” 

“Then you dont want this job. This job is now’here 
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E up to your qualifications and, I daresay, your de- 
^ . Good day.” The cold eyes stared at him: he did 

' nor move, “I said, Good morning.” 

“1 will have to have transjX)rtatiou for my wife,” Wil- 
bourne said. 

Their train left at three oVh)ck two mornings later. 
They waited for McCord at the apartment where they 
had lived for two months and left no mark other than 
the cigarette scars on the table. ‘‘Not even of loving,” 
he said. “Not the wild sweet aitunement, bare feel hurry- 
ing bedward in the half light, covers that wont turn back 
fast enough. Just the seminal groaning of box springs, 
the preprandial prostate relieving of the ten years’ mar- 
ried. We were too busy; we had to rent and support a 
room for two robots to live in.” McCord came and they 
carried down the luggage, the two bags with which they 
had left New Orleans, and the lypewTiter. The manager 
shook hands with all three of them and expressed regret 
at the dissolution of mutually pleasant domestic: bonds. 
“Just two of us,” Wilbouriie said, “None of us are an- 
drogynous.” The manager blinked, though just once. 

“Ah,” he said. “A pleasant journey. You have a cab?” 
They had McCord’s car; they went out to it in a mild 
glitter of minor silver, the final neon and clash and 
clang of changing lights; the redcap turned the two bags 
and the typewriter over to the porter at the pullman 
vestibule. 

“We’ve got time for a drink,” McCord said. 

“You and Harry have one,” Charlotte said. “I’m going 
to bed.” She came and put her arms around McCord, 
her face raised. “Good night, Mac.” Then McCord 
moved and kissed her. She stepped back, turning; they 
watched her enter the vestibule and vanish. Then Wil- 
boiirne also knew that McCord knew he would never see 
her again. 

. “How about that drink?” McCord said. They went to 
the station bar and found a table and then they were 
sitting again as they had on so many of the afternoons 
while they waited for Charlotte — the same drinking faces, 
the same white jackets of waiters and barmen, the same 
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racked gleaming glasses, only the steaming bowls and 
the holly (Christmas, McCord had said, the apotheo- 
sis of the bourgeoisie, the season when with shining fable 
Heaven and Nature, in accord for once, edict and postu- 
late us all husbands and fathers under our skins, when 
before an altar in the shape of a gold-plated cattle-trough 
man may with impunity prostrate himself in an orgy of 
unbridled sentimental obeisance to the fairy talc which 
conquered the Western world, when for seven days the 
rich get richer and the poor get poorer in amnesty: the 
whitewashing of a stipulated week leaving the page 
blank and pristine again for the chronicling of the fresh 
—and for the moment, horselike (“There’s the horse,*' 
McCord said) , breathed — revenge and hatred.) missing 
now, the waiter coming up as he had used to come— the 
same w'hite sleeve, the anonymous featureless waiter-face 
you never actually see. “Beer,** McCord said. “What's 
yours?" 

“Ginger ale," Wilbourne said. 

“What?" 

“I'm on the wagon." 

“Since when?" 

“Since last night. I cant afford to drink any more." 
McCord looked at him. 

“Hell," McCord said. “Bring me a double rye then." 
The waiter departed. McCord still stared at Wilbourne. 
“It seems to agree with you,'* he said savagely. “Listen," 
he said. “I know this is none of my business. But I wish 
I knew what it's all about. Here you were making fair 
money, and Charlotte with a good job, you had a nice 
place to live in. And then all of a sudden you quit it, 
make Charlotte throw up her job to start out in Febru- 
ary to live in a mine shaft in Utah, without a railroad or 
a telephone or even a decent can, on a salary of—" 

“That was just it. That was why. 1 had become — " He 
ceased. The waiter set the drinks on the table and went 
away. Wilbourne raised his ginger ale. “To freedom." 

“1 would," McCord snarled. “You'll probably be able 
to drink to a lot of it before you see any of it again. And 
in water too, not even in soda pop. And maybe in a 
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lighter place than this too. Because that guy is poison, 
I know about him. He‘s wildcat. If the truth was written 
about him on a tombstone it wouldn’t be an epitaph, it 
would be a police record.” 

‘*A11 right/' Wilbourne said. ”To love, then.” rhere 
w^as a clock above the cntrancc—the ubiejuitous and 
synchronised face, oracular admonitory and unsentient: 
he had twenty-two nunutes yet. While it xviJJ only fake 
two minutes to tell Mac xvhat if took me two months to 
discover, he thought. “1 had turned into a husband,” 
he said. '"That w'as all. I didn’t even know it until she 
told me the store had oflered to keep her on. Ai first I 
used to have to watch myself, reliearse myself each time 
so I would be sure to say ‘my wife’ or ‘Mrs. Wilbourne’, 
then I discovered I had been w^atching myself for months 
to keep from saying it; I have even caught myself twice 
since we came back from the lake thinking ‘I want mv 
wife to have the best' exactly like any husband with his 
Saturday pay envelope and his suburban bungalow full 
of electric wife-saving gadgets and his table cloth of 
law'll to sprinkle on Sunday morning that will become 
his actual own provided he is not fired or run dowm by 
a car in the next ten years — the doomed worm blind to 
all passion and dead to all hope and not even knowing, 
it, oblivious and unaware in the face of all darkness, all 
unknown, the underlying All-Derisive biding to blast 
him. I had even slopjjcd being ashamed of the way I 
earned the money, apologising even to myself for the 
stories I wrote; I was no more ashamed of them than the 
city employee buying his own bungalow on the install- 
ment plan in which his wife can have the best is asliamed 
of his badge of office, the rubber plunger for unstopping 
toilets, which he carries about with him. In fact, I had 
come to really like to write them, even apart from the 
money, like the boy who never saw ice before goes bugs 
about skating right after he learns how. Besides, after I 
started writing them I learned that I had no idea of the 
depths of depravity of which the human invention is 
capable, which is always interesting—” 

”You mean, enjoys,” McCord said. 
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*‘Yes. All right— Respectability. That was what did it. 
I found out some time back that it*s idleness breeds all 
our virtues, our most bearable qualities — contemplation, 
equableness, laziness, letting other people alone; good 
digestion mental and physical: the wisdom to concen- 
trate on fleshly pleasures—eating and evacuating and 
fornication and sitting in the sun — than which there is 
nothing better, nothing to match, nothing else in all this 
world but to live for the short time you are loaned 
breath, to be alive and know it— oh, yes, she taught me 
that; she has marked me too forever— nothing, nothing. 
But it was only recently 1 have clearly seen, followed 
out the logical conclusion, that it is one of what we call 
the prime virtues — thrift, industry, independence— that 
breeds all the vices — fanaticism, smugness, meddling, 
fear, and worst of all, respectability. Us, for instance. 
Because of the fact that for the iirst time we w^ere solvent, 
knew for certain where tomorrow's food was coming 
from (the damned money, too much of it; at night we 
would lie awake, and plan how to get it spent: by spring 
we would have been carrying steamer folders in our 
pockets) 1 had become as completely thrall and slave to 
respectability as any—*’ 

“But not her,** McCord said. 

“No. But she*s a better man than I am. You said that 
yourself.— as any man by drink or opium. I had become 
the Complete Householder. All I lacked was official 
sanction in the form of a registered Social Security num- 
ber as head of a family. We lived in an apartment that 
wasn't bohemian, it wasn't even a tabloid love-nest, it 
wasn't even in that part of town but in a neighborhood 
dedicated by both city ordinance and architecture to the 
second year of wedlock among the five-thousand-a-year 
bracket. 1 would be waked in the mornings by the noise 
of children passing in the street; by the time spring came 
and the windows would have to stay open I would have 
been hearing the fretful cries of Swede nursemaids from 
the park all day long and, when the wind was right, 
smell the smell of infant urine and animal crackers. I re- 
ferred to it as home, there was a corner in it we both 
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called my study; I had even bought the damn typewriter 
at last— something I had got along without for twenty- 
eight years and so well I didn’t even know it, which is 
too heavy and unwieldy to carry, yet which I would no 
more have dared desert than—” 

”You’ve still got it, I noticed,” McCord said. 

” — than— Yes. A good portion of any (onrago is a sin- 
cere disbelief in good luck. It’s not courage otherwise— 
than I would my eyelashes. I had tied myself hand and 
foot in a little strip of inked ribbon, daily I watched my- 
self getting more and more tangled in it like a roach in 
a spider web; each morning, so that my wife could ieave 
on time for her job, I would wash the cofiee pot and the 
sink and twice a week (for the same reason) f would buy 
from the same butcher the groceries we needed and tlu' 
chops we would cook ourselves on Sunday: give us a 
little more time and wc would have been dressing and 
undressing inside our kimonas in one another's presence 
and turning off the light before we made love. That’s it. 
ft’s not avocation that elects our vocations, it's respecta- 
bility that makes chiropractors and clerks and bill post- 
ers and motormen and pulp writers of us.” There was a 
loudspeaker in the bar too. synchronised too; at this mo- 
ment a voice cavernous anti sourccless roared deliber- 
ately, a sentence in which could be distinguished a word 
now and then— “train,” then others which the mind two 
or three seconds afterward recognised to be the names of 
cities far flung about the continent, cities seen rather than 
names heard, as if the listener (so enormous was the 
voice) were suspended in space watching the globy earth 
spin slowly out of its cradling cloud-wisps in fragmentary 
glimpses the evocative strange divisions of the sphere, 
spinning them on into fog and cloud again before vision 
and comprehension coxjid quite grasp them. He looked 
at the clock again; he still had fourteen minutes. Four- 
teen minutes to try to tell what / have already said in 
fixfc words, he thought. 

“And mind, I liked it. I never denied that. I liked it. 
I liked the money I made. I even liked the way I made 
it, the thing I did, as I told you. It wasn't because of 
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that that one day I caught myself back from thinking 
'My wife must have the best/ It was because I found out 
one day that 1 was afraid. And I found out at the same 
time that I will still be afraid, no matter what I do, that 
I will still be afraid as long as she lives or I live." 

"You are still afraid now?" 

"Yes. And not about money. Damn money. I can make 
all the money we will need: certainly there seems to be 
no limit to what I can invent on the theme of female 
sex troubles. I dont mean that, nor Utah either. I mean 
us. Love, if you will. Because it cant last. There is no 
place for it in the world today, not even in Utah. We 
have eliminated it. It took us a long time, but man is 
resourceful and limitless in inventing too, and so we 
have got rid of Jove at last just as we have got rid of 
Christ. W(‘ have radio in the place of God’s voice and 
instead of having to save emotional currency for months 
and years to deserve: one chance spend it all for love we 
(an now spread it thin into coppers and titillate ourselves 
at any newsstand, two to the block like sticks of chewing 
gum or chocolate from the automatic machines. If Jesus 
returned today we would have to crucify him quick in 
our own defense, tcj justify and preserve the civilization 
we have worked and suffered and died shrieking and 
cursing in rage and impotence and terror for two thou- 
sand years to create and perfect in man’s own image; if 
Venus returned she would be a soiled man in a subway 
lavatory with a palm full of French post-cards — " Mc- 
Cord turned in his chair and beckoned, a single re- 
pressed violent gesture. I'he waiter appeared, McCord 
pointed to liis glass. Presently the waiter’s hand set the 
refilled glass on the table' and withdrew. 

"All right," McCord said. "So what?" 

"I was in eclipse. It began that night in New Orleans 
when 1 told her I had twelve hundred dollars and it 
lasted until that night she told me the store would keep 
her on. I was outside of time. I was still attached to it, 
supported by it in space as you have been ever since 
there was a not-you to become you, and will be until 
there is an end to the not-you by means of which alone 
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you could once have been— that's the immortality— sup- 
}>orted by it but that's all, just on it, non-conductive, like 
the sparrow insulated by its own hard non-conductive 
dead feet from the high-tension line, the current of time 
that runs through remembering, that exists only in rela- 
tion to what little of reality (I have learned that too) we 
know, else there is no such thing as time. You know; / 
was not. Then I am., and time begins, retroactive, it was 
and will be. Then / was and so I am not and so time 
never existed. It "was like the instant of virginity, it was 
the instant of virginity: that condition, fact, that does 
not actually exist except during the instant you know 
you are losing it; it lasted as long as it did because I was 
too old, I waited too long: twenty-seven is too long to 
wait to get out of your system what you should have rid 
yourself of at fourteen or fifteen or maybe even younger 
— the messy wild hurried fumbling of two panting ama- 
teurs beneath the front steps or in an afternoon hayloft. 
You remember; the precipice, the dark precipice; all 
mankind before you went over it and lived and all after 
you will but that means nothing to you because they 
cant tell you, forewarn you, what to do in order to sur- 
vive. It's the solitude, you sec. You must do it in solitude 
and you can bear just so much solitude and still live, 
like electricity. And for this one or two seconds you will 
be absolutely alone: not before you were and not after 
you are not, because you are never alone then; in either 
case you are secure and companioned in a myriad and in- 
extricable anonymity: in the one, dust from dust; in the 
other, seething worms to seething worms. But now you 
are going to be alone, you must, you know it, it must be, 
so be it; you herd the beast you have ridden all your life, 
the old familiar well-broken nag. up to the precipice— " 

‘'There's the damned horse,'* McCord said. "I’ve been 
waiting for it. After ten minutes we sound like Bit and 
Spur. We dont talk, we moralise at each other like two 
circuit-riding parsons travelling the same country lane.” 

“—Maybe you thought all the time that when the 
moment came you could rein back, save something, 
mavbe not, the instant comes and you know you cannot, 
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know you knew all the time you could not, and you can- 
not; you are one single abnegant affirmation, one single 
fluxive Yes out of the terror in which you surrender vo- 
lition, hope, all— the darkness, the falling, the thunder 
of solitude, the shock, the death, the moment when, 
stopped physically by the ponderable clay, you yet feel 
ail your life rush out of you into the pervading im- 
memorial blind receptive matrix, the hot fluid blind 
foundation-grave-womb or womb-grave, it *5 all one. 
But you return; maybe you knew that all the time, but 
you return, maybe you even live out your three score 
and ten or whatever it is but forever afterward you will 
know that forever more you have lost some of it, that 
for that one second or two seconds you were present in 
space bur not in time, that you are not the three score 
and ten they have credited you with and that you will 
have to discharge someday to make the books balance, 
but three score and nine and three hundred and sixty- 
four and twenty-three and fifty-eight-—" 

"Sweet Jesus," McCord said. "Holy choriated cheru- 
bim. If I am ever unlucky enough to have a son, Tm go- 
ing to take him to a nice clean whore-house myself on 
his tenth birthday." 

"So that's what happened to me," Wilbourne said. "I 
waited too long. What would have been two seconds at 
fourteen or fifteen was eight months at twenty-seven. 1 
was in eclipse, and we almost scraped bottom on that 
snow-bound Wisconsin lake with nine dollars and twenty 
cents' worth of food between us and starving. I beat that, 
I thought I did, I believed I waked up in time and beat 
that; we came back here and I thought we were going 
great guns, until that night before Christmas when she 
told me about the store and I realised what we had got 
into, that the starving was nothing, it could have done 
nothing but kill us, while this was worse than death or 
division even: it was the mausoleum of love, it was the 
stinking catafalque of the dead corpse borne between the 
olfactoryless walking shaf:»es of the immortal unsentient 
demanding ancient meat." The loudspeaker spoke again; 
they made to rise at the same time; at the same moment 
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the waiter materialised and McCord paid him. *‘So I am 
afraid,” Wilbourne said. wasn't afraid then because 
I was in eclipse but I am awake now and I can be afraid 
now, thank God. Because this Anno Domini 1938 has no 
place in it for love. They used money against me while 
I was asleep because J was vulnerable in money. Then 
I waked up and rectified the money and 1 thought I had 
heat Them until that night when 1 found out They had 
used respectability on me and that it was harder to beat 
than money. So I am vulnerable in neither money nor 
respectability now and so J hey will have to find some- 
thing else to force us to conform to the pattern of human 
life which has now evolved to do without love— to con- 
lorm, or die.” riiey entered the train shed~lhe cavern- 
ous gloom in which the constant electricity which knew 
no day from niglu burned wanly on toward the iron 
wdnter dawn among wisps of steam, in which the long 
motionless line of darkened Pullmans seemed to stand 
knee-deep, bedded and fixed forever in concrete. They 
passed the soot-dnlled steel walls, the serried cubicles filled 
with snoring, to the open vestibule. “So I am afraid. Be- 
cause They are smart, shrew'd. They will have to be; if 
llu'y were to let us beat Them, it would be like un- 
checked murder and robbery. Of course we cant beat 
Them; we are doomed of course; that's why 1 am afraid. 
And not for me: do you remember that night at the 
lake when you said I was an old woman being led across 
the street by a policeman or a boy scout, and that when 
the drunken car came it would not be the old lady, it 
would — ” 

“But why go to Utah in Febuary to beat it? And if 
you cant beat it, why in hell go to Utah?” 

“Because I—” Steam, air, hissed behind them in a long 
sigh; the porter appeared suddenly from nowhere as 
the waiter had done. 

“All right, gentlemen,” he said. “We're going.” 

Wilbourne and McCord shook hands. “Maybe I'll 
write you,” Wilbourne said. “Charlotte probably will, 
anyway. She's a better gentleman than I am, too.” He 
stepped into the vestibule and turned, the porter behind 

83 



hun, his hand on the door knob, waiting; he and Mo 
C>)id looked at each other, the two speeches unspoken 
between them, each knowing they would not be spoken; 
I wont see you again and No. You wont see us again. 
“Because crows and sparrows get shot out of trees or 
drowned by floods or killed by hurricanes and fires, but 
not hawks. And maybe I can be the consort of a falcon, 
even if I am a sparrow/* The train gathered itself, the 
first, the beginning of motion, departure came back car 
by car and passed under his feet. “And something I told 
myself up there at the lake/* he said. “That there is 
something in me she is not mistress to but mother. Well, 
I have gone a step farther/* The train moved, he leaned 
out, McCord moving too to keep pace with him, ‘*That 
there is something in me you and she parented between 
you, that you are father of. Give me your blessing.** 
‘*rakc my curse/* McCord said. 
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4 . 


Neither the managjer of the mine nor his wife met them 
— a couple even less old though considerably harder, in 
the face at least, than Charlotte and Wilbourne. Their 
name was Buckner, they called each other Buck and Bill. 
“Only the name is Billie, i.e.,“ Mrs Buckner said in a 
harsh Western voice. “Fm from Colorado'^ (she pro 
nounced the a like in radish) . “Buck’s from Wyoming.^ 

“It's a perfect whore’s name, isn’t it?” Charlotte said 
pleasantly. 

“Just what do you mean by that?’’ 

“That’s all. I didn’t mean to olTcnd. It would be a 
good whore. That’s what I would try to be.” 

Mrs Buckner looked at her. (This was while Buckner 
and Wilbourne were up at the commissary, getting the 
blankets and the sheep coats and woollen underwear and 
socks.) “You and him aint married, are you?’’ 

“What made you think that?’’ 

“I dont know. You can just tell somehow.’’ 

“No, we’re not. I hope you dont mind, since we’re go* 
ing to live in the same house together.’’ 

“Why should I? Me and Buck wasn't married for a 
while either. But we are now all right.” Her voice wa* 
not triumphant, it was smug. “And I’ve got it put away 
good too. Even Buck dont know where. Not that that 
would make any difference. Buck’s all right. But it dont 
do a girl any harm to be safe.” 

“What put away?” 

“The paper. The license.” Later (she was cooking the 
evening meal now and Wilbourne and Buckner werfc still 
across the canyon at the mine) she said, “Make him 
marry you.” 

“Maybe I will,” Charlotte said. 

“You make him. It’s better that way. Especially whea 
you get jammed.” 
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'‘Are you jammed?" 

“Yes. About a month," 

In fact, when the ore train— a dummy engine with 
neither head nor rear and three cars and a cubicle of 
caboose containing mostly stove— reached the snow- 
choked railhead there was no one in sight at all save a 
grimed giant upon whom they had apparently come by 
complete surprise, in a grimed slieep-lined coat, with 
pale eyes which looked as if he had not slept much lately 
in a grimed face which obviously had not been shaved 
and doubtless not been washed in some time — a Pole, 
with an air fierce proud and wild and a little hysterical, 
who spoke no English, jabbering, gesturing violently 
toward the opposite wall of die canyon where a half 
dozen houses made mostly of sheet iron and window- 
deej) in drifts, clung. 'The canyon was not wide, it was a 
ditch, a gutter, it soared, swooping, the pristine snow 
scarred and blemished by and dwarfing the shaft en- 
trance, the rcliise dump, the few buildings; beyond the 
canyon rims the actual unassailable peaks rose, clouil- 
ravelled in some incredible wind, on the dirty sky. *‘lt 
will be beautiful in the spring," Charlotte said. 

"It had better be," Wilbouriie said. 

"It will be. It is now. But let's go somewhere. Tm go- 
ing to freeze in a minute." 

Again Wilbournc tried the Pole. "Manager," he .said. 
"Which house?" 

"Yah; boss," the Pole said. He flung his hand again 
toward the opposite canyon wall, he moved with incred- 
ible speed for all his size and, Charlotte starting momen- 
tarily back before she caught herself, he pointed at her 
thin slippers in the trodden ankle-deep snow then took 
both lapels of her coat in his grimed hands and drew them 
about her throat and face with almost a woman's gentle- 
ness, the pale eyes stooping at her with an expression 
at once fierce, wild and tender; he shoved her forward, 
patting her back, he actually gave her a definite hard 
slap on the bottom. "Ron," he said "Ron." 

Then they saw and entered the path crossing the nar- 
row valley. That is, it was not exactly a path free of 
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snow or snow-packed by feet, it was merely that here the 
snow level was lower, the width of a single man between 
the two snow banks and so protected somewhat from the 
wind. ‘'Maybe he lives in the mine and only comes home 
over the week-end/' Charlotte said. 

“But he’s got a wife, they told me. What would she 
do?'' 

“Maybe the ore train just comes once a week too." 

“You must not have seen the engineer?" 

“We haven’t seen his wife, either/' she said. She made 
a sound of disgust. “That wasn’t even funny. Excuse 
me, Wilbourne." 

“I do." 

“Excuse me. mountains. Excuse rnc, snow. I think I'm 
going to freeze. 

“She wasn’t there this morning, anyway," Wilbourne 
said. Nor was the manager at the mine. They chose a 
house, not at random and not because it was the largest, 
which it was not, and not even because there was a ther- 
mometer (it registered fourteen degrees above zero) be- 
side the door, but simply because it was the first house 
they came to and now they had both become profoundly 
and ineradicably intimate with cold for the first time in 
their lives, a cold which left an inclfaccable and unfor- 
gettable mark somewhere on the spirit and memory like 
first sex experience or the experience of taking human 
life. Wilbourne knocked once at this door with a hand 
which could not even feel the wood and did not wait 
for an answer, opening it and thrusting Charlotte ahead 
of him into a single room where a man and a woman, 
sitting identical in woolen shirts and jeaws pants and 
shoeless woollen socks on either side of a dog-eared pack 
of cards laid out for a game of some sort on a plank 
across a nail keg, looked up at them in amazement. 

“You mean he sent you out here? Callaghan himself?’' 
Buckner said. 

“Yes," Wilbourne said. He could hear Charlotte and 
Mrs. Buckner where Charlotte stood over the heater 
about ten feet away (it burned gasoline; when a match 
was struck to it, which happened only when they had to 
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turn it off to reiill the tank, since it burned otherwise 
all the time, night and day, it took fire with a bang and 
glare which after a while even Wilbourne got used to 
and no longer clapped his mouth shut just before his 
heart jumped out) talking: “Is them all the clothes you 
brought out here? Yoiril freeze. Buck'll have to go to 
the commissary."— “Yes,” Wilbourne said. "Why? Who 
else would send me?" 

"Yon — ah— you didn't bring anything? Letter or noth- 
ing?" 

"No. He said 1 wouldn't—" 

"Oh, 1 sec. You paid your own way. Railroad fare." 

"No. He paid it." 

"Well, I'll be damned," Buckner said. He turmd his 
head toward his wile, "You hear that. Bill?" 

"What?" Wilbourne said. "What's wrong?" 

"Never mind now," Buckner said. "We'll go up to the 
commissary and get you lixed up for sleeping, and some 
warmer clothes than them you’ve got. He didn't even tell 
you to buy yourself a couple of Roebuck sheep coats, did 
he?" 

"No," VV^ilbourne said, "But let me get warm first." 

"You wont never get warm out here," Buckner said. 
"If you sit over a stove trying to, waiting to, you wont 
ever move. You’ll starve, you wont even get up to fdl the 
stove tank when it burns out. The thing is, to make up 
your mind you will always be a little told even in bed 
and just go on about your business and after a while you 
will get used to it and forget it and then you wont even 
notice you are cold because you will have forgotten what 
being warm was ever like. vSo come on now. You can take 
my coat." 

"What will you do?" 

"It aint far. I have a sweater. Carrying the stuff will 
warm us up some," 

The commissary was another iron single room filled 
with the iron colcl and lighted by the hushed iron glare 
of the snow l)eyond a single window. The cold in it was 
a dead cold. It was like aspic, almost solid to move 
through, the body reluctant as though, and with justice, 
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more than to breathe, live, was too much to ask of it. 
On either side rose wooden shelves, gloomy and barren 
save for the lower ones, as if this room too were a ther- 
mometer not to measure cold but moribundity, an incon- 
trovertible centigrade (We should have brought the Bad 
SmelL Wilbourne was already thinking) , a contracting 
mercury of sham whicli was nor even grandiose. They 
hauled down the blankets, the sheep coats and w<K)llens 
and galoshes; they felt like ice, like iron, still; carrying 
them back to the cabin Wilbonrne's lungs (he had lor- 
got the altitude) labored at the rigid air which felt like 
lire in them. 

“So you're a doctor," Buckner said. 

“I’ni the doctor," Wilbourne said. The v were outside 
?iow. Buckner locked the door again. \V'ili)ourue looked 
out across the canyon, toward the opposite wall wdth its 
tiny lifeless scar of mine enframe and refuse dump. 
“Just what’s wrong here?'" 

“ril show you alter a while. ,\re voii a doctor?" 

Now' Wilbourne lookcxl at liim. “1 just told you 1 was. 
Wliai do you mean?" 

“ I hen 1 gu(‘ss you’ve got something to show it. De- 
gree: what clo they call the m?" 

Wilbourne looked at him. "Just what are you getting 
at? Am I to be responsible to you lor my capabilities, or 
to the man who is paying my salary?" 

“Salary?" Buckner laughed harshly. Then he stopped. 
“1 guess 1 am going about this wrong. I never aimed to 
rub your lur crossw'ays. \Vhen a man comes into my 
country and you ofier him a job and lie claims he can 
ride, we want proof that he can and he wouldn’t get mad 
when we asked him for it, Wc would even furnish him a 
horse to prove it on, only it wouldn’t be the best horse 
we had anti if wc never had but one horse and it would 
be a good horse, it wcjuldii’t be that one. So wc ’wouldn’t 
have a horse for him to prove it on and wc would have 
to ask him. That’s w^hat I’m doing now." He looked ai 
Wilbourne, sober and intent, out of hazel eyes in a 
gaunt face like raw beef muscle. 

“Oh," Wilbourne said. “I see. I have a degree from a 
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pretty fair medical schooL I had almost finislted my 
course in a well-known hospital. Then I would have 
been- known, anyway; that is, they would have admitted 
publicly that I knew— about what any doctor knows, and 
more than some probably. Or at least I hope so. Does 
that satisfy you?** 

“Yes/* Buckner said. “That*s all right.*' He turned and 
went on. “You wanted to know what’s wrong here. We’ll 
leave these things at the cabin and go over to the shaft 
and I’ll show you.” They left the blankets and woollens 
at the cabin and crossed the canyon, the path which was 
no path just as the commissary had not been a commis- 
sary but a sort of inscrutable signpost like a code word 
set beside a road. 

“That ore train we came up on,” Wilbournc said. 
“What was in it when it went down to the valley?** 

“Oh, it was loaded.” Buckner said. “It has to get there 
loaded. Leave here loaded, anyway. I see to that. I dont 
want iny throat cut until I know it.” 

“Loaded with what?** 

“Ah,” Buckner said. The mine was not a shaft, it was 
a gallery pitching at once straight back into the bowels 
of the rock— a round tube like the muzzle of a howitzer, 
shored with timbers and filled with the dying snow-glare 
as they advanced, and the same dead aspic-like cold that 
was in the commissary and lined by two light-gauge rails 
along which as they entered (they stepped quickly aside 
for it or they would have been run down) came a filled 
ore tram pushed by a running man whom Wilbourne 
recognised also to be a Pole though shorter', thicker, 
squatter (he was to realise later that none of them were 
the giants they seemed, that the illusion of size was an 
aura, an emanation of that wdld childlike innocence and 
credulity which they possessed in common) — the same 
pale eyes, the same grimed unshaven face above the same 
filthy sheep-lined coat. 

“I thought—** Wilbourne began. But he did not say 
it. They went on; the last glare of the snow faded and 
now they entered a scene like something out of an Eisen- 
stein Dante. The gallery became a small amphitheater, 
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branching off in smaller galleries like the spread fingers 
from a palm, lighted by an incredible extravagance of 
electricity as though for a festival — an extravagance of 
dirty bulbs which had, though in inverse ratio, that same 
air of sham and moribundity which the big, almost bar- 
ren building labeled Co7?i7nissary in tremendous new 
letters had -in the light from which still more of the 
grimed, giant-seeming men in sheep coats and with eyes 
which had not slept much lately worked with picks and 
shovels with that same fren/y of the man running behind 
the loaded tram, with sliouts and ejaculations in that 
tongue which Wilbourne (onld not understand dmost 
exactly like a college base ball team c heel ing one another 
on, while from the smaller galleries which they had not 
penetrated yet and where still more electric bulbs glared 
in the dust-laden and icy ait came either echoes or the 
cries of still other men, meaningless and weird, filling 
the heavy air like blind enatic birds. “He told me you 
had Chinese and Italians too," Wilbourne said. 

“Yah," Buckner said. “They left. The chinks left in 
October. I waked up one morning and they were gone. 
All of them. They w^alked dowm, I guess. With their 
shirt tails hanging out and in them straw slippers. But 
then there wasn't much snow in October. Not all the way 
down, anyhow. They smelled it. The wops—" 

“Smelled it?" 

“There hasn't been a payroll in here since September." 

“Oh," Wilbourne said. “I .see now. Yes. So they smelled 
it. Like niggers do." 

“I dont know. I never had any smokes here. The w^ops 
made a little more noise. They struck, aM proper. Threw 
down their picks and shovels and walked out. There was 
a_what do you call it? deputation ?~-waited on me. Con- 
siderable talk, all pretty loud, and a lot of hands, the 
women standing outside in the snow, holding up the 
babies for me to look at. So I opened the commissary and 
gave them all a woollen shirt apiece, men, women and 
children (you should have seen them, the kids in a 
man's shirt, the ones that were just big enough to walk 
1 mean. They wore them outside like overcoats.) and a 



riin of beans apiece and sent them out on the ore train. 
There was still considerable hands, fists now, and I 
could hear them for a good while after the train was out 
of sight. Going down Hogben (he runs the ore train; 
the railroad pays him) just uses the engine to brake 
with, so it dont make much fuss. Not as much as they 
did, anyway. But the hunkies stayed.” 

”Why? Didn’t tiiey — ” 

“Find out that everything had blew? They dont un- 
derstand good. Oil, they could hear all right; tiie wops 
could talk to them: one of the wops was the interpreter 
for theni. But thev are queer [x:ople; tliey dont under- 
stand dishonesty. 1 guess wdien the wops tried to tell 
iliein, it just didn’t make sense, tliat a man could let 
folks keep on working without intending to pay them. 
So now they think they are making over time. Doing all 
the work. "I'hey arc not trammers or miners either, tliey 
are blasters. There’s something about a hunky that likes 
dynamite. Maybe it’s the noise. But now they are doing 
it all. They wanted to put their women in here too. I 
understood that after a while and stopped it. That's wJiy 
tliey dont sleep much. They think that when the money 
comes tomorrow, they’ll get all of it. I'hey probably 
think now you brought it and that Saturday night they'll 
all get thousands of dollars apiece. They’re like kids, 
rhey will believe anything. That’s why when they find 
out you have kidded them, they kill you. Oh, not with a 
knife in the back and not even with a knife, they walk 
right up to you and stick the stick of dynamite into your 
pocket and hold you with one hand while they strike the 
match to the fuse with the other." 

“And you haven’t told them?” 

“Told them how? I cant talk to them; the interpretei 
was one of the wops. Besides, he’s got to keep his mine 
looking like it's running and that's what I am supposed 
to <lo. So he can keep on selling the stock. That’s why 
\ou are here — a doctor. When he told you there wouldn’t 
be any medical inspectors out here to worry you about 
a license, he told you the truth. But there are mining 
inspectors out here, laws and regulations for running 
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mines that say there must be a doctor. That*s why he 
paid you and your wife's fare out here. Besides, the 
money might come in. When I saw you this morning 1 
thought you had brought it ux). Well? Seen enough?" 

"Yes," Wilbourne said. They returned toward the en- 
trance; once more they stepped quickly aside to let a 
filled ore train pass, pushed at a run by another grimed 
and frantic Pole. They emerged into the living cold of 
the immaculate snow, the fading day. "I dont believe it," 
Wilbourne said. 

"You saw, didn't you?" 

"I mean the reason you are still here. You were not 
expecting any money." 

"Maybe Fm waiting for a chance to slip aw'ay. And 
iliesc bastards wont even go to sleep at night and give me 
one. —Hell," he said. "Thai's a lie too. I waited here be- 
cause it’s winter and J miglit as well be here as any 
where else, long as theie is enough grub in the commis- 
sary and I can keep warm. And because I knew he would 
have to send another doctor soon or come here himself 
and tell me and them wild bastards in th.erc the mine is 
dosed." 

"Well, here I am," Wilbourne said. "He sent another 
doctor. What is it you want of a doctor?" 

For a long moment Buckner looked at him— the hard 
little eyes whicii would have had to be good at mcai>ur- 
ing and commanding men of a sort, a class, a type, or he 
would not be wdiere he now^ was; the hard eyes which 
perhaps never before, Wiltxjurne told himself, had been 
faced with the need of measuring a man who merely 
claimed to be a doctor. "Listen," he .>aid. "Fve got a 
good job, only I haven’t had any pay since September. 
WeVe saved about three hundred bucks, to get out of 
here with when this does blow, and to live on until 1 
can find something else. And now Bill turns up a month 
gone with a kid and we cant afford a kid. And you claim 
to be a doctor and I believe you are. How about it?" 

"No," Wilbourne said. 

"It's my risk. I'll see you are clear." 

"No," Wilbourne saicl. 
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“I know how. It's simple enough. One o£ the men in 
the hospital did it once — emergency patient — ^maybe to 
show us what never to do. He didn't need to show me." 

"I'll give you a hundred bucks." 

"I’ve got a hundred bucks," Wilbourne said. 

"A hundred and fifty bucks. That's half of it. You sec 
I cant do more." 

"Tve got a hundred and fifty bucks too. I've got a hun- 
dred and eighty-five bucks. And even if I didn't have but 
ten bucks—" 

Buckner turned away. "You're lucky. Let’s go eat." 

He told Charlotte about it. Not in bed, as they had 
used to talk, because they all slept in the same room - 
the cabin had but one, with a Jean-to for what privacy 
was absolutely required— but outside the cabin where, 
knee-deep in snow, in the galoshes now, they could see 
the opposite canyon wall and the serrated cloud-ravelled 
peaks beyond, where Cdiarlottc said again, indornitabh : 
"It will be beautiful in the spring." 

"And you said no," she said. "Why? Was it the hun- 
dred dollars?" 

"You know better tJian that. Tr was a hundred and 
fifty, incidentally." 

"Low I may be, but not that low?" 

"No. It was because I — " 

"You arc afraid?" 

"No. It’s nothing. Simple enough. A touch with the 
blade to let the air in. It’s because I — " 

"Women do die of it though." 

"Because the operator was no good. Maybe one in ten 
thousand. Of course there are no records. It's because 
I-" 

"It’s ail right. "It's not because the price was too low, 
nor because you are afraid. That's ail I wanted to know. 
You dont have to. Nobotly can make you. Kiss me. We 
cant even kiss inside, let alone—" 

The four of them (Charlotte now slept in the woollen 
underwear like the others) slept in the one room, not in 
beds but on mattresses on the floor ("It's warmer that 
way," Buckner explained. "Cold comes from undcr- 
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neath/') and the gasoline stove burned constantly. They 
had opposite corners but even at that the two mattresses 
were not fifteen feet apart, so Wilbourne and Charlotte 
could not even talk, whisper. It meant less to the Buck- 
ners though, even though they seemed to have little 
enough of preliminary talking and whispering to do; at 
times and wuth the lamp not five minutes dark Wil- 
hourne and Charlotte w'ould hear the abrupt stallion- 
like surge from the other bed, the violent blankct-nnil- 
fled motion ceasing into the woman's panting moans and 
at times a series of pure screams tumbling over one an- 
other, though such w^as not for them. 7'hen one day the 
thermometer reversed itself from fourteen below to forty- 
one below and they moved the two mattresses together 
and slept as a unit, the two women in the middle, and 
still sometimes before the light was scarcely out (or per- 
haps they would be wakened by it) there would come 
the ruthless stallion crash with no word spoken, as if 
they had been drawn violently and savagely to one an- 
other out of pure slumber like steel and magnet, the 
fierce breathing, the panting and shuddering woman- 
moans, and Charlotte saying, “Cant you all do that with- 
out pulling the covers loose?" and still it was not for 
them. 

They had been there a month, it was almost March 
now and the spring for which Charlotte waited that 
much nearer, when one afternoon Wilbourne returned 
from the mine where the dirty and unsleeping Poles still 
labored in that fierce deluded frenzy and the blind bird# 
like incomprehensible voices still flew back and fortli 
among the dusty extravagant electric bulbs, and found 
Charlotte and Mrs Buckner watching the cabin door as 
he entered. And he knew what was coming and perhaps 
even that he was already done for. "Listen, Harry," she 
said. "They are going to leave. They've got to. It's all up 
here and they have only three hundred dollars, to get 
where they are going and to live on until he can find 
work. So they've got to do something before it's too late." 

"So have we," he said. "And we haven't got three hun- 
dred dollars." 
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**We haven’t got a baby either. Wc haven’t had bad 
luck. You said it’s simple, that only one in ten thousand 
die, that you know how to do it, that you are not afraid. 
And they want to take the risk.” 

“Do you want a Jiiindred dollars that bad?” 

”flave I ever? Ever talked about money, except the 
hundred and twentydive of mine you wouldn’t take? 
You know that, just as 1 know you wouldn't take their 
money.” 

”I'jn sorry. 1 didn’t mean that. It’s because I--” 

”It’s because they are in trouble. Suppose it was us. 
I know you will have to throw away something. But we 
have thrown aw^ay a lot, threw it away for love and wr’re 
not sorry.” 

”No,” lie said. “Not sorry. Never.” 

his is for love too. Not ours maybe. But love.” She 
went to the shelf on which they kept their |)ersc)nal ef- 
fects and took down tlic meager case of instruments with 
which he had Ikch eejuipped before he left Chicago, 
along with the two railroad tickets, “d his would be good 
for him to know, if he could know it: that the only tiine 
you ever used them was to amputate his manager from 
the mine. What else do you need?” 

Buckner came uj) beside Wilbournc. “All right?” lie 
said. ”rm not afraid and she aint. Because you’re all 
right, I aint wraldicd you for a mouth for nothing. Maybe 
if you had agreed cjuick, right off, that first day, 1 
wouldn’t let you, I’d be afraid. But not now. I’ll take all 
the risk and I’ll remember my promise: I’ll see you are 
clear. And it aint a hundred, it’s still a liundred and 
fifty.” 

He tried to say No, he tried hard. Ye.?, he thought 
(juietly, / hm^e throxon away lots, hut apparently not 
this. Honesty about money, security, degree, and then 
lor a terrible moment he thought, Maybe I would hax^e 
throxon axoay lox)e first too but he stopped this in time: 
he said, ”Ycm haven’t got enough money, even if yc>ur 
name were Callaghan. I’ll just take all the risk instead.” 

rhice days later they who had not been met walked 
with the Buckners across the canyon to the waiting ore 
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train. Wilbourne had steadily refused even the hundred 
dollars, accepting at last and instead of it a hundred 
dollar assignment on Buckners back pay which they 
both knew would never be paid, this to be expended 
against its equivalent in food from the commissary, 
whose key Buckner had surrendered to him. “It sounds 
damn foolish to rne,“ Buckner said. “The commissary is 
yours anyway.’' 

“It will keep the books balanced,” WillH^urnc said. 
They followed the path which w^as no path, to tlie train, 
the engine with neither head nor tail, the three ore cars, 
the toy caboose. Buckner looked up at the mine, the 
gaping orifice, the refuse dump scarring the pristine 
snow. It was clear now, the sun low and thin :djovc the 
serrated rosy peaks in a sky of incredible blue. “What 
will they think when they find you arc gone?” 

“Maybe they wo’ll think I have gone after the money 
myself. I hope they do, for your sake.” 7'hcn he said, 
“ f'hey arc better off here. No worries about rent and 
.such and getting drunk and then getting sober again, 
enough food to keep you all until spring. And tlicy have 
something to do, keep the days filled, and nights to lie 
in bed and count up that overtime. A man can go a long 
way on what he thinks he’s going to get. And ho may 
send some money yet.” 

“Do you believe that?” 

“No,” Buckner .said. “Dont you believe it either.” 

“I dont think I ever have,” Wilbourne said. “Not 
even that day in his office. Maybe even less then titan 
at any time.” They were standing little aside from 
the two women. “I.ook, when you get out and find a 
chance, have her see a doctor. A good one. Tell him the 
truth.” 

“What for?” Biickncr said. 

“I’d rather you would. I'd Ic^el easier.” 

“Nah,” the other said. “She’s all right. Because you’re 
all right. If I hadn’t known that, do yon think I’d a let 
you do it?” Now it was time; the locomotive blew a shrill 
peanut-whistle blast, the Buckners got into the caboose 
and it began to move. Charlotte and Wilbourne looked 
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after it for only a moment, then Charlotte turned, al- 
ready running. The sun was almost down, the peaks in- 
effable and tender, the sky amber and azure; for an 
instant Wilbourne heard the voices from the mine, wild 
faint and incomprehensible. 

“Oh, God,"' Charlotte said. “Let’s dont even eat to- 
night. Hurry. Run.” She ran on, then she stopped and 
turned, the broad blunt face rosy in the reflected pink, 
the eyes now green with it above the shapeless sheep 
collar of the shapeless coat. “No,” she said. “You run in 
front, so I can be undressing us both in the snow. But 
run.” But he did not go ahead, he did not even run, he 
walked so he could watch her diminishing ahead of him 
along the path which was no path, then mounting the 
other wall toward the cabin, who, save for the fact that 
she wore them with the same abrupt obliviousness with 
which she wore dresses, should never have worn pants 
at all, and entered the cabin and found her now strip- 
ping off even the woollen underwear. “Hurry,” she said. 
“Hurry. Six weeks. 1 have almost forgotten how. No,” 
she said. “I’ll never foi'get tliat. You never forget that, 
thank you sweet God.” Then she said, holding him, the 
hard arms and thighs: “I guess I am a sissy al)out love. 
1 never could, even with just one other person in the 
bed with us.” 

They didn't get up to prepare or eat supper. After a 
time they slept; Wilbourne waked somewhere in the 
rigid night to find the stove had gone out and the room 
freezing cold. He thought of Charlotte's undergarment 
where she had flung it away onto the floor; she would 
need it, she sliould have it on now. But it too would be 
like iron ice and he thought for a while about getting 
up and fetching it into the bed and thawing it, warming 
it beneath his body until she could put it on and at last 
he found will power to begin to move but at once she 
clutched him. “Where you going?” He told her. She 
clutched him, hard. “When 1 get cold, you can always 
cover me.” 

Each day he would visit the mine, where the frenzied 
and unabated work continued. On the first visit the men 

9 ^ 



looked at him not with curiosity or surprise but merely 
with intejTogation, obviously looking for Buckner too. 
But nothing else happened and he realised that they 
did not even know probably that he was merely the 
mine's official doctor, that they recognised in him only 
another American (he almost said white man), another 
representative of that remote golden unchallengeable 
Power in which they held blind faith and trust. He and 
Charlotte began to discuss the question of telling them, 
trying to. ' Only what good would it do?” he said. "Buck- 
ner was right. Where would they go, and what would 
they do when they got there? There's plenty of food for 
them here to last out the winter, and they probably 
haven’t saved any money (granted they ever got square 
with the commissary even when they were being paid 
enough wages to save) and as Buckner said, you can live 
pretty happy a long time on illusion. Maybe you aren't 
happy any other time. 1 mean, if you arc a hunky that 
never learned anything else but how to time a dynamite 
fuse five hundred feet underground. And another thing. 
We’ve still got three-quarters of the hundred dollars in 
grub ourselves, and if everybody left here, somebody 
would hear about it and he might even send a man in 
here to pick up the other three cans of beans.” 

"And something else too,” Charlotte said. "They cant 
go now. They cant walk out in this snow. Hadn't you 
noticed?” 

“Noticed what?” 

"That little toy train hasn’t been back since it took 
the Buckners out. That's two weeks ago.” 

He hadn't noticed this, he did not t^now if it would 
come back again, so they agreed that the next time it 
appeared they would wait no longer, they would tell (or 
try to tell) the men in the mine. Then two weeks later 
the train did return. They crossed the canyon to where 
the wild filthy jabbering men were already beginning to 
load the cars. "Now what?” Wilbourne said. "I cant talk 
to them.” 

"Yes, you can. Some way. They believe you are the 
boss now and nobody yet ever failed to understand the 
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man he believes is his boss. Try to get them over to the 
commissary/* 

Wi) bourne moved forward, over to the loading chute 
in which the first tram of ore was already rattling, and 
raised his hand. “Wait/* he said loudly. The men paused, 
looking at him out of the gaunt pale-eyed faces. “Com- 
missary,** he shouted. “Store!** jerking his arm toward 
the opposite canyon wall; now he recalled the word 
which the first one, the one who drew up Charlotte's 
coat for her that first day, had used. “Ron,** he said, 
“Ron.** They looked at him a moment longer, silently, 
tlie eyes round beneath tlie brute-like and terrific ardi- 
ing of pale brows, the expressions eager, puzzled, and 
wild. Then they looked at one another, they huddled, 
jabbering in that harsh incomprehensible tongue. Then 
they moved toward him in a body. “No, no,** he said. 
“All.** He gestured toward the mine shaft. “All of you.’* 
Someone comprehended quickly this time, almost at 
once the short one whom Wilbournc had seen behind the 
galloping ore tram on his first visit to the mine dashed 
out of the group and up the snowy slope on his short 
strong thick piston-like legs and vanished into the ori- 
fice and reappeared, followed by the rest of the endless 
shift. These mingled with the first group, jabbering and 
gesticulating. Then they all ceased and looked at Wil- 
bourne, obedient and subdued. “Look at their faces,** he 
said. “God, I hate to be the one to have to do this. Damn 
Buckner anyway.** 

“Come on/* Charlotte said. “Let's get it over.** They 
crossed the valley, the miners following, incredibly dirty 
against the snow—the faces of a poorly made-up and 
starving black-face minstrel troupe — to the commissary. 
Wilbourne unlocked the door. Then he saw at the rear 
of the group five women. He and Charlotte had never 
seen them before; they seemed to have sprung from the 
snow itself, shawled; two of them carried infants, one 
of which could not have been a month old. 

“My God,** Wilbourne said. “They dont even know 
Fm a doctor. They dont even know they are supposed to 
have a doctor, that the law requires that they have one.*' 
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He and Charlotte entered. In the gloom after the snov^ 
glare the faces vanished and only the eyes watched him 
out of nothing, subdued, patient, obedient, trusting and 
wild. “Now what?" he said again. Then he began to 
watch Charlotte and now they all watched her, the five 
H'omen pushing forward also to see, as she fastened with 
four tacks produced from somewhere a sheet of wrapping 
paper to the end of a section of shelves where the light 
from the single window fell on it and began to draw 
swiftly with one of the scraps of charcoal she had brought 
from Chicago — the elevation of a wall in cross section 
with a grilled window in it unmistakably a pay window 
and as unmistakably shut, on one side of the window a 
number of people unmistakably miners (she had even 
included the woman with the baby) ; on the other side 
of the window an enormous man (she had never seen 
Callaghan, he had merely described him to her, yet the 
man was Callaghan) sitting behind a tal.)le heaped with 
glittering coins which the man was shovelling into a 
vSack with a huge hand on which glittered a diamond the 
size of a ping-pong ball. Then she stepped aside. For a 
moment longer there was no sound. Then an indesciilv 
able cry rose, fierce but not loud, only the shrill voices of 
the women much more than a whisper, wailing, and they 
turned as one upon Wilbourne, the wild pale frenzied 
eyes glaring at him with at once incredulous ferocity and 
profound reproach. 

“Wait!" Charlotte cried. “WaitI" They paused; they 
watched her once more as the crayon moved, and now, 
at the rear of the throng waiting outside the closed win- 
dow Wilbourne saw his own face emerge from beneath 
the flying chalk; anyone would have recognised him: 
they did at once. The sound ceased, they looked at Wil* 
bourne then at one another in bewilderment. Then they 
looked at Charlotte again as she ripped the paper flora 
the wall and began to attach a fresh sheet; this time one 
of them stepped forward and helped her, Wilbourne too 
watching the flying crayon again. This time it was him- 
self, indubitably himself and indubitably a doctor, 
anyone would have known it— the horn glasses, the hos- 
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pital tunic every charity patient, every hunky gutted by 
flying rock or steel or premature dynamite and coming 
to in company emergency stations, has seen, a bottle 
which was indubitably medicine in one hand, a spoonful 
of which he was offering to a man who was compositely 
all of them, every man who ever labored in the bowels 
of earth~the same wild unshaven look, even the sheep- 
skin collar, and behind the doctor the same huge hand 
with its huge diamond in the act of extracting from the 
doctor’s [XKket a wallet thin as paper. Again the eyes 
turned toward Wil bourne, the reproach gone now and 
only the ferocity remaining and that not at him. He ges- 
tured toward the remaining laden shelves. Presently he 
was able to reach Charlotte in the pandemonium and 
take her arm. 

“Come on,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.” Later (he 
had returned to the ore train, where Hogben, its entire 
crew, sat over the red hot stove in the caboose not much 
larger than a broom closet. “You’ll be back in thirty days 
then,” Wilbourne .said. “I have to make a trip every 
thirty days for us to hold the franchise,” Hogben said. 
“You better bring your wife on out now.”— “We’ll wait,” 
Wilbourne said. Then he returned to the cabin and he 
and Charlotte stood in the door and watched the crowd 
emerge from tlie commissary with its pitiful loot and 
later cross the canyon and board the ore train, fdling 
the three open cars. I'he temperature was not forty-one 
now, neither was it back up to fourteen. Ihe train 
moved; they could see the tiny faces looking back at the 
mine entrance, the refuse clump, with incredulous be- 
wilderment, a kind of shocked and unbelieving sorrow; 
as the train moved a burst of voices reached across the 
canyon to them, faint with distance, forlorn, grieving 
and wild) he said to Charlotte, “Thank God we got our 
grub out first.” 

“Maybe it wasn’t ours,” she said soberly. 

“Buckner’s then. They hadn’t paid him either.” 

“But he ran away. They didn’t.” 

It was still nearer spring then; by the time the ore 
train made its next ritualistic and empty visitation per- 
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haps they would see the beginning of the mountain 
spring which neither of them had seen and did not know 
would not appear until that time which in their experi- 
ence was the beginning of summer. They talked of this 
at night now, with the thermometer again sometimes at 
forty-one. But they could at least talk in bed now, in the 
dark where beneath the blankets Charlotte would, after 
an amount of savage heaving and twisting (this too ritu- 
alistic) emerge from the woollen undergarment to sleep 
in the old fashion. She would not fling it out from be- 
neath the blankets but would keep it inside, a massy wad 
upon and beneath and around which they slept, so it 
would be warm for the morning. One night she said, 
“You haven’t heard from Buckner yet. But of course you 
haven’t; how could you have.” 

“No,” he said, suddenly sober. “And I wish I would, 
1 told him to take her to a doctor soon as they got out. 
But he probably — He promised to write me.” 

“I wish you would too.” 

“We may have a letter when the ore train comes back 
for us.” 

“If it comes back.” But he suspected nothing, though 
later it seemed incredible to him that he had not, even 
though at the time he could not have said why he should 
have suspected, on what evidence. But he did not. Then 
one day about a week before the ore train was due there 
was a knock and he opened the door upon a man with* 
a mountain face and a pack and a pair of slung snow 
shoes on his back. 

“You Wilbourne?” he said. “Got a letter for you.” He 
produced it— a pencilled envelope smudged with han- 
dling and three weeks old. 

“Thanks,” Wilbourne said. “Come in and eat.” 

But the other declined. “One of them big airplanes 
fell somewhere back in yonder just before Christmas. 
You hear or see anything about that time?” 

“I wasn't here then,” Wilbourne said. “You better 
eat first.” 

“There’s a reward for it. I guess I wont stop.” 

The letter was from Buckner. It said Everything ( 
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Buck* Charlotte took it from him and stood looking at it. 
**That*s what yon said. You said it was simple, didn’t 
you. Now you feel all right about it.*' 

"Yes,” Wilbourne said. am relieved.” 

Charlotte looked at the letter, the four words, counting 
O and K as two. “Just one in ten thousand. All you have 
to do is to be reasonably careful, isn't it? Boil the tools 
and so forth. Docs it matter who you do it on?” 

"I'hey have to be le— ” Then he stop|XHl. He looked 
at her, he thought swiftlv. Something is about to happen 
to me. Wait. Wait. "Do it on?” 

She looked at the letter. "That was foolish, wasn’t it. 
Maybe I was mixed up with incest.” Now it did Iiappen 
to him. He began to tiernble, he was trembling even be- 
fore he grasped her shoulder and jerked her about to 
face him, 

"Do it on?” 

She looked at him, still holding the cheap ruled sheet 
with its heavy pencilling—ihc sober intent gaze with 
that greenish cast winch the snow gave her eyes. She 
spoke in short brutal sentences like out of a primer. 
"That night. That first night alone. When we couldn’t 
wait to cook supper. When the stove went out my douche 
bag was hanging behind it. It froze and when wc lit the 
stove again I forgot it and it burst.” 

"And every time since then you didn’t — ” 

"I should have known better. I always did take it easy. 
Too easy. I remember somebody telling me once, 1 was 
young then, tliat when jxople loved, hard, really lo\ed 
each other, they didn’t have children, the seed got burned 
up in the love, the passion. Maybe I believed it. Wanted 
to believe it because I didn’t have a douche bag any 
more. Or maybe I just hoped. Anyway it's done.” 

"When?” he said, shaking her, trembling. "How long 
since you missed? Are you sure?” 

"Sure that I missed? Yes. Sixteen days.” 

"But you’n? not sure,” he said, rapidly, knowing he 
was talking only to himself: "You cant be sure yet. 
Sometimes they miss, any woman. You can never be sure 
until two—” 
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“Do you believe that?” she said quietly. “That’s just 
when you want a child. And I dont and you dont be- 
cause we cant. I can starve and you can starve but not it. 
So we must, Harry.” 

“No!” he cried. “No!” 

“You said it was simple. We have proof it is, that it*s 
notlung, no more than dipping an ingrowing toenail. 
Fm strong and healthy as she is, Dont you believe that?” 

“Ah,” he cried, “So you tried it on her lirst. Fhat was 
it. You wanted to see if she would die or not. That’s wrhy 
you were so bent on selling me the idea when 1 had al- 
ready said no — ” 

“The stove went out the night after they left. Harry. 
But yes, I did wait to hear from her first. She would 
have done the same if it had been me first. 1 would have 
W'anied her to. I w\)uld have wanted her to live w^hether 
T did or not just as she w^ould want me to live whether 
she did or not, just as I want to live.” 

“Yes,” he said. “I know. I didti’t mean that. But you-^- 
you ” 

“So it’s all right. It’s simple. You know that now by 
your owm hand.” 

“No! No!” 

“All right,” she said quietly. “Maybe we can find a 
doctor to do it when we go out next week.” 

“No!” he cried, shouted, gripping her shoulder, shak- 
ing her. “Do you hear me?” 

“You mean no one else shall do it, and you w^ont?” 

“Yes! That’s what I mean! That’s exactly what I 
mean!” 

“Arc yon that afraid?” 

“Yes!” he said. “Yes!” 

The next week passed. He took to walking, slogging 
and plunging in the waist-deep drifts, not to not see her; 
it\s because I cant breathe in there,, he told himself; 
once he went up to the mine even, the deserted gallery 
dark now of the extravagant and unneeded bulbs though 
it still seemed to him that he could hear the voices, the 
blind birds, the echoes of that fren/ied and incompre- 
hensible human speech which still remained, hang* 
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batlike and perhaps head-down about the dead corridors 
until his presence startled them into flight. But Sooner 
or later the cold—sornething— would drive him back to 
the cabin and they did not quarrel simply because she 
refused to be drawn into one and again he would think, 
She is not only a better man and a better gentleman 
than J am, she is a better everything than I will ex>er be, 
T hey ate together, went through the day's routine, they 
slept together to keep from freezing; now and then he 
took her (and she accepted him) in a kind of frenzy of 
immolation, saying, crying, "At least it doesn’t matter 
now; at least you wY)nt have to get up in the cold.” Then 
it would be day again; he would refill the tank when the 
stove burned out; he would carry out and throw^ into the 
snow the cans which they had opened for the last meal, 
and there would be nothing else for him to do, nothing 
else under the sun for him to do. So he w^ould walk 
(there was a pair of snow shoes in the cabin but he never 
tried to use them) among but mostly into the drifts 
which he had not yet learned to distinguish in time to 
avoid, wallowing and plunging, thinking, talking to him- 
self aloud, weighing a thousand expedients: A kind of 
pill, he thought— this, a trained doctor: whores use them, 
they are supposed to work, they must work, something 
must; it can*t be this difficult, this much of a price, and 
not believing it, knowing that he wwild never be able to 
make himself believe it, thinking. And this is the price of 
the twenty-six years, the two thousand dollars I stretched 
over four of them by not smoking, by keeping my vir- 
ginity until it damn near spoiled on me, the dollar and 
txoo dollars a xoeek or a month my sister could not afford 
to send: that I should have deprwed myself of all hope 
forever of anesthesia from either pills or pamphlets. And 
now anything else is completely out, "So there’s just one 
thing left,” he said, aloud, in a kind of calm like that 
which follows the deliberate ridding of the stomach of a 
source of nausea. "Just one thing left. We’ll go where it 
is warm, where it wont cost so much to live, where I can 
find work and we can afford a baby and if no work, char- 
ity wards, orphanages, doorsteps anyway. No, no, not 
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orphanage; not doorstep. We can do it, we must do it; 

I will find something, anything. — Yes!'’ he thought, cried 
aloud into the immaculate desolation, with harsh and 
terrible sardonicism, “I will set up as a professional abor- 
tionist.** Then he would return to the cabin and still 
they did not quarrel simply because she would not, this 
not through any forbearance feigned or real nor because 
she herself was subdued and afraid but simply because 
(and he knew this too and he cursed himself for this too 
in the snow) vshe knew that otte of them must keep some 
sort of head and she kn< w heforehand it would not be 
he. 

Then the ore train came. He liad packed the remain- 
ing provisions out of Buckner’s theoretical hundred dol- 
lars into a box. They loaded this and the two bags with 
which tJiey had left New Orleans almost exactly a year 
ago and themselves into the toy caboose. At the mainline 
junction he sold the cans of beans and salmon and lard, 
the sacks of sugar and (oflee and flour, to a small store- 
keeper for twenty-one dollars. They rode two nights and 
a day in day coaches and left the snow behind and found 
buses now, chcajK!! now, her head tilted back against the 
machine-made doily, her face in profile against the dark 
fleeing snow-free countryside and the little lost towns, 
the neon, the lunch rooms with broad strong Western 
girls got up out of Hollywood magazines (Hollywood 
which is no longer in Hollywoc^d but is stippled by a 
billion feet of burning colored gas across the face of the 
American earth) to resemble Joan Crawford, asleep or 
not he could not tell. 

They reached San Antonio, Texas, with a hundred 
and fifty-two dollars and a few cents. It was warm here, 
it was almost like New Orleans; the pep}>er trees had 
been green all winter and the oleander and mimosa and 
Ian tana were already in bloom and cabbage palms ex- 
ploded shabbily in the mild air as in Louisiana. They 
had a single room with a decrepit gas plate, reached by 
an outside gallery in a shabby wooden house. And now 
they did quarrel. '‘Cant you see?** she said, "My period, 
would come now, tomorrow. Now is the time, the simple \ 
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time to do it. Like you did witli her— what’s her name? 
the whore’s name? Bill. Billie, i.e. You shouldn’t have let 
me learn so much about it. I wouldn’t know how to pick 
my time to worry you then.” 

“Apparently you learned about it without any help 
from me,” he said, trying to restrain himself, cursing 
himself: You bastard, sbe*s the one that's in trouble; it's 
not you. “I had settled it. I had said no. You were the 
one who—” Now he did stop himself, rein himself in. 
“Listen. 1 here’s a ]^ill of some sort. You take it when 
your time is due. I'll try to get some of them.” 

“ Lry where?” 

“Where w^ould I try? Who would ever need such? At 
a brothel. Oh, God, Charlotte! Charlotte!” 

know,” she said. “We cant help it. It’s not us now. 
That’s why: dont you see? I want it to be us again, quick, 
quick. We have so little time. In twenty years I cant any 
more and in fifty years we’ll both be dead. So hurry. 
Hurry.” 

He had never been in a brothel in his life and had 
never even sought one before. So now he discovered what 
a lot of people have: how difficult it is to find one; how 
you lived in the duplex for ten years before you dis- 
covered that the late-sleeping ladies next door were not 
night-shift telephone girls. At last that occurred to him 
which the veriest yokel seems to inherit with breath: he 
asked a taxi-driver and was presently set down before 
a house a good deal like the one he lived in and pressed 
a button which made no audible resjx>nse though pres- 
ently a curtain over the narrow window beside the door 
fell a second before he could have sworn someone had 
looked out at him. Then the door opened, a Negro maid 
conducted him down a dim hallway and into a room con- 
taining a bare veneered dining-table bearing an imita- 
tion cut-glass punch bowl and scarred by the white rings 
from damp glass-bottoms, a pianola slotted for coins, and 
twelve chairs ranged along the four walls in orderly 
sequence like tombstones in a military graveyard, where 
the maid left him to sit and look at a lithograph of the 
Saint Bernard dog saving the child from the snow and 
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another of President until there entered « 

double-chinned womsi^ of no^ special age more than 
forty, with blondi^i^ hair and a li^ac satin gown not 
quite clean. evening,^ sli#N^id. ••Stranger in 

town?'* % " . ^ \ 

**Yes,** he told het. ‘‘I asked a taxW^ver. He— ^ 
•*Dont apologise,"* she said. "Tli^ i^rivers is all my 
friends here." ' ^ ^ ^ ' 

He remembered the driverVf)»tj3B^ advice: "The first 
white person you see, buy^ them "some beer. You'll be 
jake then."— "Wont you have some beer?" he said. 

"Why, I dont mind if I do," the woman said. "It 
might refresh us." Immediately (she had rung no bell 
that Wilboume could see) the maid entered. "IVo 
beers, Louisa," the woman said. The maid went out. The 
woman sat down too. "So you're a stranger in San Tone. 
Well, some of the sweetest friendships I ever seen was 
made in one night or even after one session between two 
folks that never even seen one another an hour ago. I got 
American girls here or Spanish (strangers like Spanish 
girls, once, anyway. It's the influence of the moving pic- 
tures, I always say) and one little Eyetalian that just — " 
The maid entered with two tankards of beer. It could 
not have been much farther away than wherever it was 
she had been standing when the woman in purple had 
rung no bell that Wilbourne could see. The maid went 
out. 

"No, he said. "I dont want— I came here— I—" The 
woman was watching him; she had started to raise her 
mug. Instead she set it back on the table, watching him. 
"I'm in trouble," he said quietly. "I hoped you could 
help me." 

Now the woman even withdrew her hand from the 
tankard and he saw now that her eyes, even if they were 
no less muddy, were also no less cold than the big dia- 
mond at her breast. "And just what made you think I 
could or would help you out of whatever your trouble 
is? The driver tell you that too? What'd he look like? 
You take his number?" 

"No," Wilbourne said. "I—" 
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•'Never mind that now. What kind of trouble are you 
fn?*' He told her, simply and quietly, while she watched 
him. “H'm/' she said. "And so you, a stranger here, 
found right off a taxi-driver that brought you straight to 
me to find a doctor to do your business. Well, well." 
Now she did ring the bell, not violently, just hard. 

"No, no, I dont — " She even keeps a doctor in the 
house, he thought. "I dont~" 

"Undoubtless, ” the woman said. "It’s all a mistake. 
You’ll get back to the hotel or wherever it is and find 
you just drempt your wife was knocked up or even that 
you had a wife.” 

"I wish I would," Wilbourne said. "But I—" The 
door opened and a man entered, a biggish man, fairly 
young, bulging his clothes a little, v;ho gave Wilbourne 
a hot, embracing, almost loverlike glare out of hot brown 
flesh-bedded eyes beneath the straight innocently parted 
hair of a little boy and continued to look at him from 
then on. His neck was shaved. 

"Thatim?" he said over his shoulder to the woman in 
purple, in a voice husky with prolonged whiskey begun 
at too early an age yet withal the voice of a disposition 
cheerful, happy, even joyous. He did not even wait for 
an answer, he came straight to Wilbourne and before 
the other could move plucked him from the chair with 
one hamlike hand. "Whadya mean, you sonafabitch, 
coming into a respectable house and acting like a sonafa- 
bitch? hah?" He glared at Wilbourne happily. "Out?" 
he said. 

"Yah," the woman in purple said. "Then I want to 
find that taxi-driver." Wilbourne began to struggle. At 
once the young man turned upon him with loverlike 
joy, beaming. "Not in here,” the woman said sharply. 
"Out, like I told you, you ape.” 

"I’ll go,” Wilbourne said. "You can turn me loose." 

"Yah; sure, you sonafabitch,” the young man said. 
"I’ll just help you. You got helped in, see. This way." 
They were in the hall again, now there was a small slight 
black-haired dark-faced man also, in dingy trousers and 
a tieless blue shirt: a Mexican servant of some sort. They 
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went on to the door, the back of Wilbourne's coat 
bunched in the young man's huge hand. The young man 
opened it. The brute will have to hit me once^Wilhoutue 
thought Or he will burst, suffocate. But all right. All 
right. 

“Maybe you could tell me," he said. “All I want is — " 

“Yah; sure," the young man sajd. “Maybe I awda 
sockm, Pete. Whadya think?" 

“Sockm," the Mexican said. 

He did not even feel the fist He felt the low stoop 
strike him across the back, then the grass already damp 
with dew, before he began to feel his face at all. VMayhSs 
you could tell me — " he said, 

“Yah; sure," the young man said in his hoarse happy 
voice, “ask me another." The door slammed. After a 
while Wilbournc got up. Now he could feel his eye, the 
whole side of his face, his whole head, the slow painful 
pounding of the blood, though in the drugstore mirror 
presently (it was on the first corner he came to, he en* 
tered it; he was indeed learning fast the things he could 
have known before he was nineteen years old) he could 
see no discoloration yet But the mark was apparent 
something was, because the clerk said. 

“What happened to your face, mister?" 

“Fight," he said. "I knocked up my girl. I want some- 
thing for it" 

For a moment the clerk looked at him, hard. Then he 
said, “Cost you five bucks." 

“Do you guarantee it?" 

“Nah." 

“All right rn take it" 

It was a small tin box, unlettered. It contained five 
objects which might have been coffee beans. "He said 
whiskey would help, and moving around. He said to 
take two of them tonight and go somewhere and dance." 
She took all five of them, they went out and got two pints 
of whiskey and found at last a dance hall full of cheap 
colored bulbs and khaki uniforms and rentable partners 
or hostesses. 



'"Drink some ol it too/' she said. ""Does your face hurt 
very bad now?" 

""No," he said. "‘Drink it. Drink all you can." 

"God," she said. "You cant dance, can you?" 

"No," he said. "Yes. Yes, I can dance." They moved 
about the floor, bumped and shoved and bumping and 
shoving, somnambulistic and sometimes in step, during 
each short phase of hysterical music. By eleven o'clock 
she had drunk almost half of one of the bottles but it 
only made her sick. He waited until she emerged from 
the washroom, her face the color of putty, the eyes in- 
domitable and yellow. "You lost the pills too," he said. 

"Two of them. I was afraid of that so I used the basin 
and washed them off and took them again. Where's the 
bottle?" 

They had to go out for her to drink, then they re- 
turned. At twelve she had almost finished the first bottle 
and the lights were turned off save for a spotlight which 
played on a revolving globe of colored glass, so that 
the dancers moved with the faces of corpses in a wheel- 
ing of colored mote-beams resembling a marine night- 
mare. There was a man with a megaphone; it was a 
dancing contest and they did not even know it; the 
music crashed and ceased, the lights flared on, the air 
was filled by the bellowing megaphone and the winning 
couple moved forward. *‘I/m sick again," she said. Once 
more he waited for her — the putty face, the indomitable 
eyes. "I washed them off again," .she said. "But 1 cant 
drink any more. Come on. They close at one oclock." 

Perhaps they were coffee beans because after three days 
nothing had happened and after five days even he ad- 
mitted that the time had passed. Now they did quarrel, 
he cursing himself for it as he sat on his park benches 
reading the help wanted columns in newspapers grubbed 
out of trash bins while he waited for his black eye, his 
shiner, to disappear so he could apply decently for work, 
cursing himself because she had* borne up for so long and 
would and could continue to bear up save that he had 
worn her out at last, knowing he had done this, swearing 
he would change, stop it. But when he returned to the 
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roam (she was thinner now and there was something in 
her eyes; all the pills and whiskey had done was to put 
something in her eyes that had not been there before) 
it would be as if his promises had never been made, she 
cursing him now and striking at him with her hard fists 
then catching herself, clinging to him, crying, ‘‘Oh, Cod 
Harry, make me stop! Make me hush! Bust the hell out 
of mel** Then they would lie holding one another, fully 
dressed now, in a sort of peace for a time. 

“It'll be all right,” he said. “A lot of people have to do 
it these days. Charity wards are not bad. Then we can 
find someone to take the baby until 1 can—” 

“No. It wont do, Harry. It wont do.” 

“I know it sounds bad at first. Charity. But charity 
isn't—” 

“Damn charity. Have I ever cared where money comes 
from, where or how we lived, had to live?” It's not that. 
They hurt too much.” 

“I know that too. But women have been bearing chil- 
dren— You have borne two yourself — ” 

“Damn pain too. I take easy and breed hard but damn 
that, I'm used to that, I don't mind that. I said they hurt 
too much. Too damned much.” Then he understood, 
knew what she meant; he thought quietly, as he had 
thought before, that she had already and scarcely know- 
ing him given up more than he would ever possess to re- 
linquish, remembering the old tried true incontrovert- 
ible words: Bone of my bone, blood and flesh and even 
memory of my blood and flesh and memory. You dont 
beat it, he told himself. You dont beat it that easy. He 
was about to say, “But this will be ours,” when he re- 
alised that this was it, this was exactly it. 

But still he could not say yes, could not say “All 
right.” He could say it to himself on ihe park benches, 
he could hold his hand out and it would not shak|. But 
he could not say the word to her; he would lie oeside 
her, holding her while she slept, and he would watch the 
ultimate last of his courage and manhood leave "him. 
“That's right,” he would whisper to himself, “stall. Stall. 
She will be in the fourth month sooni then I can tell 
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myself I know it is too late to risk it; even she will be- 
lieve then/' Then she would wake and it would start all 
over — the reasoning which got nowhere becoming the 
quarreling and then the cursing until she would catch 
herself and cling to him, crying in frantic despair: 
“Harry! Harry! What are we doing? We, we, ust Make 
me hush! Bust me! Knock me cold!" This last time he 
held her until she was quiet. “Harry, will you make a 
compact with me?" 

“Yes," he said wearily. “Anything." 

“A compact. And then until it's up, we will never 
mention pregnancy again." She named the date when 
her next period would have come; it was thirteen days 
away. “That's the best time, and after that it will be 
four months and it will be too late to risk it. So from 
now until then we wont even talk about it; I will try to 
make things as easy as possible while you look for a job, 
a good job that will support three of us—" 

“No," he said. “No! No!" 

“Wait," she said. “You promised.— Then if you haven't 
found a job by that time, you will do it, take it away 
from me." 

“No!" he cried. “I wont! Never!" 

“But you promised," she said quietly, gently, slowly, 
as if he were a child just learning English. “Dont you 
see there is nothing else?" 

“I promised; yes. But I didn't mean — " 

“I told you once how I believe it isn't love that dies, 
it's the man and the woman, something in the man and 
the woman that dies, doesn't deserve the chance any 
more to love. And look at us now. We have the child, 
only we both know we cant have it, cant afford to have 
it. And they hurt too bad, Harry. Too damned bad. 
I'm going to hold you to the promise, Harry. And so 
from now until that day comes, we wont even have to 
mention it, think about it egain. Kiss me." After a mo- 
ment he leaned to her. Not touching otherwise, they 
kissed, as brother and sister might. 

Now it was like Chicago again, the first weeks there 
while he went from hospital to hospital, the interviews 
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which seemed to die, to begin to wilt and fade tranquilly 
at a given identical instant, he already foreknowing this 
and expecting it and so meeting the obsequy decently. 
But not now, not this time. In Chicago he would think, 
/ imagine I am going to fail and he would fail; now he 
knew he was going to fail and he refused to believe it, 
refused to accept no for an answer until threatened al- 
most with physical violence. He was not trying hospitals 
alone, he was trying anyone, anything. He told lies, any 
lie; he approached appointments with a frantic cold 
maniacal determination which was inherent with its own 
negation; he promised anyone that he could and would 
do anything; walking along the street one afternoon he 
glanced up by sheer chance and saw a doctor's sign and 
entered and actually offered to perform any abortions 
thrown his way for half the fee, stated his experience and 
{he realised later when comparatively sane again) only 
his ejection by force forestalled his showing Buckner’s 
letter as a testimonial to his ability. 

Then one day he returned home in the middle of the 
afternoon. He stood outside his own door for a long 
time before he opened it. And even then he did not enter 
but stood instead in the opening with on his head a 
cheap white bellows-topped peaked cap with a yellow 
band— the solitary insignia of a rankless W.P.A. school- 
crossing guard — and his heart cold and still with a grief 
and despair that was almost peaceful. ‘‘I get ten dollars 
a week," he said. 

"Oh, you monkey 1" she said, then for the last time in 
his life he saw her cry. "You bastard! You damned bas- 
tardl So you can rape little girls in parks on Saturday 
afternoons!" She came and snatched the cap from his 
head and hurled it into the fireplace (a broken grate 
hanging by one side and stuffed with faded frilled paper 
which had once been either red or purple) ^and then 
clung to him, crying hard, the hard tears springing and 
streaming. "You bastard, you damned bastard, you 
damned damned damned—" 

She boiled the water herself and fetched out the 
meager instruments they had supplied him with in Chi- 
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cago and which he had used but once, then lying on the 
bed she looked up at him. "'It's all right. It's simple. You 
know that; you did it before/* 

‘'Yes/' he said. “Simple. You just have to let the air 
in. All you have to do is let the air~“ Then he began 
to tremble again. “Charlotte. Charlotte." 

“That's all. Just a touch. Then the air gets in and 
tomorrow it will be all over and I will be all right and 
it will be us again forever and ever." 

“Yes. Ever and ever. But lil have to wait a minute, 
until my hand — Look. It wont stop. I cant make it stop." 

“All right. We'll wait a minute. It's simple. It's funny. 
New, I mean. We've done this lots of ways but not with 
knives, have we? There. Now your hand has stopped." 

“Charlotte," he said. “Charlotte." 

“It's all right. We know how. What w^as it you told me 
nigger women say? Ride me down, Harry." 

And now, sitting on his bench in Audubon Park lush 
green and bright with the Louisiana summer already 
fully accomplished although it was not yet June, and 
filled with the cries of children and the sound of pram 
wheels like the Chicago apartment had been, he watched 
against his eyelids the cab (it had been told to wait) 
stopping before the neat and unremarkable though ab- 
solutely unimpugnable door and she getting out of the 
cab in the dark dress carried a full year and better, for 
three thousand miles and better, in the bag from last 
spring and mounting the steps. Now the bell, perhaps 
the same Negro maid: “Why, Miss—" then nothing, 
remembering who paid the wages, though probably not 
since by ordinary Negroes quit an employment follow- 
ing death or division. And now the room, as he had fust 
seen it, the room in which she said, “Harry — do they 
call you Harry?—what are we going to do?" (Well, I did 
it, he thought. She will have to admit that,) He could 
see them, the two of them, Rittenmeyer in the double- 
breasted suit (it might be flannel now but it would be 
dark flannel, obtruding smoothly its unobtrusive cut 
and cost) ; the four of them, Charlotte here and the three 
others yonder, the two children who were unremarkable, 
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the daughters, the one with the mother’s hair but rlioth- 
ing else, the other, the younger one, with nothing, the 
younger sitting perhaps on the father's knee, the other, 
the older, leaning against him; the three faces, the one 
impeccable, the two of them invincible and irrevocable, 
the second cold and unwinking, the third merely un- 
winking; he could see them, he could hear them: 

'Go speak to your mother, Charlotte, Take Ann with 
you,* 

T dont want to* 

'Go. Take Ann*s hand,* He could hear, see them: Rit- 
tenmeyer setting the little one onto the floor, the older 
one takes her hand and they approach. And now she will 
take the little one onto her lap, it staring at her still 
with that intent absolutely blank detachment of infants^ 
the older one leans to her, obedient, cold, suffering the 
caress, already withdraxuing before the kiss is completed, 
and returns to her father; an instant later Charlotte sees 
her beckoning, gesturing in violent surreptitioxxs panto- 
mime to the little one. So Charlotte sets the little one 
onto the floor again and it returns to the father, turning 
against his knee and already hunching one buttock 
toward its fatheads lap as children do, still staring at 
Charlotte with that detachment empty even of curiosity, 

'Let them go,* Charlotte says, 

'You want them sent away?* 

'Yes. They want to go,* The children depart. And 
now he hears it; it is not Charlotte; he knows that as 
Rittenmeyer never will: 'So that*s what you have taught 
them.* 

'I? I taught them? I taught them nothing!* he cries, 
'Nothing? It wasn*t me who — 

7 know. I*m sorry. I didn*t mean that, I have not — 
Have they been well?* 

'Yes. As I wrote you. If you will recall, for several 
months I had no address. The letters were retxirned. 
You may have them when and if you like. You dont 
look well yourself. Is that why you came back home? 
Or have you come back home?* 

'To see the children. And to give you this* She pro- 

11*2 



dvces the check, double-signed and perforated against 
any tampering, the slip of paper more than a year old, 
creased and intact and only a little worn, 

*You came home on his money then. Then it belongs 
to him,' 

*No, It's yours,' 

7 refuse to accept it,* 

*So would he.* 

*Then burn it. Destroy it,* 

'Why? Why do you wish to hurt yourself? Why do 
you like suffering, when there is so much of it that has 
to be done, so damned much? Give it to the children, 
A bequest. If not from me, from Ralph then. He is still 
their uncle. He has not harmed you,* 

'A bequest?* he says. Then she tells him. Oh, yes, Wil- 
bourne told himself, she will tell him; he could see it, 
hear it— the two people between whom something like 
love must have existed once, or who at least had known 
together the physical striving with which alone the flesh 
can try to capture what little it is ever to know of love. 
Oh, she will tell him; he could see and hear her as she 
lays the check upon the table at her hand and tells him: 

*It was a month ago. It 7vas all ri^ht, only I kept on 
losing blood and it got to be pretty bad. Then all of a 
sudden two days ago the blood stopped and so there is 
something wrong, zohich might be something badder 
still— what do they call it? toxemia, septicemia? It doesn't 
matter— that we are watching for. Waiting for.' 

The men who passed the bench he sat on walked in 
linen suits, and now he began to notice a general exodus 
from the park— the Negro nursemaids who managed to 
lend a quality bizarre and dazzling even to their starched 
white-crossed blue, the children moving with thin cries 
in bright random like blown petals, across the green. It 
was near noon; Charlotte would have been in the house 
more than half an hour. Because it will take that long, 
he thought seeing and hearing them: He is trying to 
persuade her to go to a hospital at once, the best, the 
best doctors; he will asume all blame, tell all the lies; he 
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insists, calm, not at all importunate and not to be de- 
nied, 

'No, H— he knows a place. On the Mississippi coast. 
We are going there. We will get a doctor there if neces- 
sary," 

'The Mississippi coast? Why in God's name the Mis- 
sissippi coast? A country doctor in a little lost Missis- 
sippi shrimping village when in Neu* Orleans there are 
the best, the xjeyy best—* 

'We may not need a doctor after all. And, ive can I we 
cheaper there until roe find out." 

'You have money for coast vacations then." 

'We have money," It was dead noon now; the air fell 
still, the stippled shadows unmoving upon his lap, upon 
the six bills in his hand, the two twenties, the five, the 
three ones, hearing them, seeing them: 

'Take up the check again. It is not mine." 

'Nor mine. Let me go my way, Francis. A year ago 
you let me choose and I chose. I will stick to it, I wont 
have you retract y break your oath to yourself. But I 
want to ask one thing of you," 

'Of me? A fax) or?" 

'If you like. I dont ask a promise. Maybe what I am 
trying to express is just a wish. Not hope; wish. If any- 
thing happens to me.* 

Tf anything happens to you. What am I to do?" 

'Nothing.* 

'Nothing?" 

'Yes. Against him. I dont ask it for his sake nor even 
for mine. I ask it for the sake of— of — / dont ex^exi knozv 
what 1 am trying to say. For the sake of all the men and 
xvomen who ever lived and blundered but meant the 
best and all that ever will live and blunder but mean the 
best. For your sake maybe, since yours is suffering too — 
if there is any such thing as suflering, if any 'of us ever 
did, if any of us were ever horn strong enough and good 
enough to be worthy to loxje or staffer either. Maybe 
what I am trying to say is justice.* 

'Justice?" And now he could hear Rittenmeyer laugh- 
ing, who had never laughed since laugliter is the yester- 
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day's slight beard, the negligee among emotions. 'Jus- 
tice? This, to me? Justice?’ Now she rises; he too: they 
face one another, 

7 didn't ask a promise/ she says. 'That would have 
been too much to ask,’ 

'Of me,* 

'Of anyone. Any man or woman. Not only you,* 

'But it is 1 who give none. Remember, Remember, I 
said you could come back home when you wished, and 
I would take you back, into my house at least. But can 
you expect that again? from any man? Tell me; you 
spoke once of justice; tell me that,’ 

7 don't expect it, I told you before that maybe what 
I was trying to say was hope.’ She will turn now, hr 
told himself, approaching the door, and they will stand 
looking at one another and maybe it xvill he like Mc- 
Cord and me in the Chicago station that night last— He 
stopped. He was about to say ‘last year' and he ceased 
and sat perfectly still and said aloud in quiet amaze- 
ment, '‘That night was not five months ago ."— they 
will both know they will nether see one another again 
and neither of them will say it. 'Good-bye, Rat,* she 
says. And he will not answer, he thought. No. He will 
not answer, this man of ultimatums, upon whom for the 
rest of his life will yearly dex;ohe the necessity for de- 
crees which he knows beforehand he cannot support, 
who would have denied the promise she did not ask yet 
would perform the act and she to know this well, too 
well, too well — this fact impeccable and invincible upon 
which all existing light in the room will have seemed to 
gather as though in benediction, affirmation not of right- 
eousness but rightness, having been consistently and in- 
controvertibly right; and withal tragic too since in the 
being right there was nothing of consolation nor of 
peace. 

Now it would be time. He rose from the bench and 
followed the curve of blanched oyster shells between the 
massy bloom of oleander and wygelia, jasmine ja{>onica 
and orange, toward the exit and the street, beneath the 
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noon. The cab came up, slowing into the curb; the 
driver opened the door. “Station/* Wilbourne said. 

“Union Station?*’ 

“No. The one for Mobile. The coast.” He got in. The 
door closed, the cab went on; the scaling palm trunks be- 
gan to flee past. “They were both well?” he said. 

“Listen,” she said. “If we’re going to get it.” 

“Get it?” 

“You’ll know in time, won’t you?” 

“We’re not going to get anything. I’m going to hold 
you. Haven’t I held you so far?” 

“Dont be a fool now. There’s no time now. You’ll 
know in time. Get to hell otit, do you hear?” 

“Out?” 

“Promise me. Dont you know what they'll do to you? 
You cant lie to anybody, even if you would. And you 
couldn’t help me. But you’ll know in time. Just tele- 
phone an ambulance or the pdice or something and 
wire Rat and get to hell out fast. Promise me.” 

“I’m going to hold you,” he said, “That’s what I’ll 
promise you. They were both well?” 

“Yes,” she said; the scaling palm trunks fled constantly 
past. “They were all right.” 



This time the doctor and the man called Harry walked 
out of the door together, onto the dark porch, into the 
dark wind still filled with the clashing of invisible palms. 
The doctor carried the whiskey— the pint bottle half 
full; perhaps he did not even know it was in his hand, 
perhaps it was only the hand and not the battle which 
he shook in the invisible face of the man standing above 
him. His voice was cold, precise, and convinced — the 
puritan who some would have said was about to do what 
he had to do because he was a puritan, who perhaps be- 
lieved himself he was about to do it to protect the ethics 
and sanctity of his chosen profession, but who was actu- 
ally about to do it because though not old yet he be- 
lieved he was too old for this, too old to be awakened at 
midnight and dragged, haled, unwarned and still dull 
with sleep, into this, this bright wild passion which had 
somehow passed him up when he had been young 
enough, worthy enough, and to whose loss he believed he 
had not only become reconciled but had been both for- 
tunate and right in having been elected to lose. 

“You have murdered her,” he said. 

“Yes,” the other said, almost impatiently; this the 
doctor noticed now, this alone. “The hospital. Will you 
telephone, or—” 

“Yes, murdered herl Who did this?” 

“I did. Dont stand here talking, will you tel—” 

“Who did this, I say? Who performed it? I demand to 
know.” 

“I did, I tell you. Myself. In God’s name, manl” He 
took the doctor’s arm, he gripped it, the doctor felt it, 
felt the hand, he (the doctor) heard his own voice too: 

“What?” he said. “You? You did it? Yourself? But I 
thought you were the—” / thought you were the lover 
was what he meant. I thought you were the one who be- 



came what he was thinking was This is too muchl Tftero 
are rules! Limits! To fornication, adultery, to abortion, 
crime and what he meant was To that of love and pas* 
sion and tragedy which is allowed to anyone lest he be- 
come as God Who has suffered likewise all that Satan 
can have known* He even said some of it at last, fling- 
ing the other's hand violently off, not exactly as if it has 
been a spider or a reptile or even a piece of filth, but 
rather as if he had found clinging to his sleeve a piece of 
atheistic or Communist propaganda — something not vio- 
lating so much as affronting that profound and now 
deathless desiccated spirit which had contrived to retire 
into pure morality. ‘‘This is too much!" he cried. "Stay 
here! Dont try to escape! You cannot hide where you will 
not be found!" 

"Escape?" the other said. "Escape? Will you telephone 
for the ambulance, in God's dear name?" 

"I'll telephone, never you fear!" the doctor cried. He 
was on the earth below the porch now, in the hard black 
wind, already moving away, beginning to run suddenly 
and heavily on his thick sedentary legs. "Dont you dare 
to try!" he cried back. "Dont you dare to try!" He still 
had the flashlight; Wilbourne watched the beam o£ it 
jouncing on toward the oleander hedge as though it too, 
the little futile moth-light beam, struggled too against 
the constant weight of the black pitiless wind. He didn't 
forget that, Wilbourne thought, watching it. But then he 
probably never forgot anything in his life except that he 
was alive once, must have been born alive at least* Then 
at that word he became aware of his heart, as though all 
profound terror had merely waited until he should 
prompt himself. He could feel the hard black wind too 
as he blinked after the floundering lighi until it passed 
through the hedge and vanished; he blinked steadily in 
the black wind, he could not stop it. My lachrymae are 
not functioning, he thought, hearing his roaring and 
laboring heart.^ As though it were pumping sand not 
blood, not liquid, he thought. Trying to pump it* It's 
just this wind I think / cant breathe in, it's not that I 
really cant breathe, find something somewhere to breathe 



becau.'fe apparently the heart can stand anything any- 
thing anything. 

He turned and crossed the porch. This time as before 
he and the black steady wind were like two creatures 
trying to use the same single entrance. Only it dont really 
want to come in, he thought. Dont need to. Dont have to. 
Ifs just interfering for the fun, the hell of it. He could 
feel it on the door when he touched the knob, then, close, 
he could hear it too, a sibilance, a whisper. It was risi- 
ble, it was almost a chuckling, leaning its weight on the 
door along with his weight, making the door easy, too 
easy, surreptitious, making its weight really felt only 
when he came to close the door and this time just too 
easy because so steady, just risible and chuckling; it did 
not really want to come in. He closed the door, watching 
the faint light which fell into the hall from the lamp 
inside the bedroom suck, shift and recover steadily as 
what of the wind might have remained in the house if it 
had wanted to, might have been trapped inside the house 
by the closing door, licked quietly out through the ulti- 
mate closing crack, risible and constant, not at all de- 
parting, and turned listening, his head slanted a little 
toward the bedroom door with listening. But no sound 
came from beyond it, no sound in the hall but the wind 
murmuring against the door of the barren rented hall 
where he stood, quiet with listening, thinking quietly, I 
guessed wrong, Jt*s incredible, not that I should have 
had to guess but that I should have guessed so wrong 
not meaning the doctor, not thinking about the doctor 
now (With a part of his mind he was not using now he 
could sec it: the other neat, tight, brown-stained wind- 
proof tongue-and-groove hall, the flashlight still burn- 
ing on the table beside the hurried bag, the thick bulg- 
ing varicose planted calves as he had first seen them be- 
neath the nightshirt, planted outraged and convinced 
and unassuageable by anything else but this; he could 
even hear the voice not raised but risen, a little shrill, 
unappeasable too, into the telephone: ‘‘And a police*^ 
man. A policeman. Two if necessary. Do you hear?*' 
He'll wake her too, he thought, seeing this too: the 
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upper room, the gorgon^headed woman in the gray high* 
necked gown risen onto her elbow in the stale gray bed, 
her head cocked to listen and without surprise, who 
would be hearing only what she had been expecting for 
four days to hear. She will come back with him — if he 
himself comes back, he thought. If he dont just sit out- 
side with the pistol to guard the exits; And maybe she 
will even be there too,) Because this didn’t matter, it 
was just like putting a letter into the mail; it didn’t 
matter what box, only that he should have waited so late 
to mail the letter, he, after the four years and then the 
twenty months, the almost tv<o years more and then 
done, complete. I have made a bust even of that part of 
my life which I threxu axoay, he thought, motionless in 
the risible murmur of the waiting and unhurried wind, 
his head turned slightly toward the bedroom door with 
listening, thinking wuth that trivial layer of his mind 
which he did not need to use. So it's not just the wind I 
cant breathe in so maybe forex>er after I have gained, 
earned, some little of suffocation, beginning to breathe 
not faster but deeper, he could not stop it, each breath 
shallower and shallower and harder and harder and 
nearer and nearer the top of his lungs until in a moment 
it would escape the lungs altogether and there would 
indeed be no breath left anywhere forever, blinking 
steadily and painfully at the sudden granulation of his 
lids as though the black sand dammed forever of any 
moisture at which his strong heart scooped and surged 
were about to burst out of him through all his ducts and 
pores as they say the sweat of agony does, thinking. 
Steady now. Careful now. When she comes back this time 
she will have to begin to hold on. 

He crossed the hall to the bedroom dcor. There was 
still no sound save the wind (there was a window, the 
sash did not fit; the black wind whispered and mur 
mured at it but did not enter, it did not want to, did not 
need to) . She lay on her back, her eyes closed, the 
nightgown (that garment which she had never owned, 
never worn before) twisted about her just under the 
arms, the body not sprawled, not abandoned, but on the 
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contrary even a little tense. The whisper of the black 
wind filled the room but coming from nothing, so that 
presently it began to seem to him that the sound was 
rather the murmur of the lamp itself sitting on an up- 
ended packing case beside the bed, the rustle and mur- 
mur of faint dingy light itself on her flesh — the waist 
ever narrower than he had believed, anticipated, the 
thighs merely broad since they were flat too, the swell 
and neat nip of belly between the navel’s flattened crease 
and the neat close cupping of female hair, and nothing 
else, no croaching shadow of ineradicable blackness, no 
shape of death cuckolding him; nothing to see, yet it was 
there, he not permitted to watch his own cuckolding but 
only to look down upon the invisible pregnancy of his 
horning. And then he could not breathe and he began 
to back away from the door but it was too late because 
she was lying on the bed looking at him. 

He didn’t move. He couldn’t help his breathing but 
he didn’t move, one hand on the door frame and his foot 
already lifted for the first step back, the eyes open full 
upon him though still profoundly empty of sentience. 
Then he saw it begin; the /.It was like watching a fish 
rise in water— a dot, a minnow, and still increasing; in 
a second there would be no more pool but all sentience. 
He crossed to the bed in three strides, fast but quiet; he 
put his hand flat on her chest, his voice quiet, steady, 
insistent; “No, Charlotte. Not yet. You can hear me. Go 
back. Go back, now. It's all right now,’’ cpiiet and urgent 
and contained out of his need, as though departure only 
followed farewell, and good-bye was not something to 
precede the going away— provided there was time for it. 
“That’s right,” he said. “Go back. It’s not time yet. I will 
tell you when the time comes.” And she heard him from 
wmewhere because at once the fish became the minnow 
again and then the dot; in another second the eyes would 
be empty again and blank. Only he lost her. He watched 
it: the dot growing too fast this time, no serene minnow 
but a vortex of cognizant pupil in the yellow stare spin- 
ning to blackness while he watched, the black shadow 
not on the belly but in the eyes. Her teeth caught her 
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lower lip, she rolled her head and tried to rise, stuggling 
against the flat of his hand on her breast. 

‘Tm hurting. Jesus, where is he? Where's he gone? 
Tell him to give me something. Quick.” 

”No,” he said. ”He cant. You've got to hurt. That's 
what you've got to hold on to.” Now it must have been 
laughing; it couldn't have been anything else. She lay 
back and began to thresh from hip to hip, still threshing 
as he untwisted the gown and drew it down and covered 
her. 

"I thought you said you would do the holding.” 
am. But you've got to hold on too. You've got to 
do most of it for a while. Just a little while. The am- 
bulance will be here soon, but you must stay here and 
hurt now. Do you hear? You cant go back now.” 

“Then take the knife and cut it out of me. All ol it. 
Deep. So there wont be anything left but jnst a shell to 
houl the cold air, the cold—” Her teeth, glinting in the 
lamplight, caught her lower lip again; a thread of blood 
appeared at the corner of her mouth. He took a soiled 
handkerchief from his hip and leaned to her but she 
rolled her head away from his hand. “All right,” she 
said. “I'm holding on. You say the ambulance is 
coming?” 

“Yes. In a minute we will hear it. Let me — ” She rolled 
her head again away from the handkerchief. 

“All right. Now get to hell out. You promised.” 

“No. If I leave, you wont hold on. And you've got to 
hold on.” 

“I am holding on. I’m holding on so you can go, get 
out of here before they come. You promised me vou 
would. I want to see you go. I want to watch you.” 

“All right. But dont you want to say good-bye first?” ' 

“All right. But Jesus God, dont touch me. It's like 
fire, Harry. It doesn't hurt. It’s just like fire. Just dont 
touch me.” So he knelt beside the bed; she stopped her 
head now; her lips lay still under his for a moment, hot 
and dry to the taste, with the thin sweetish taste of the 
blood. Then she pushed his face away with her hand, it 
hot and dry too, he hearing her heart still, even now, a 
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cLuu. maKing tAings? In the cold, th« 
snow. That*5 what Fm thinking about. That's what Vti 
holding on to now: the snow, the cx>ld, the cold. But i' 
doesn't hurt; it's just like fire; it's just— Now go. Get tc 
hell out. Quick.** She began to roll her head again. Hf 
rose from his knees. 

••All right. Fm going. But you must hold on. You wilH 
have to hold on a long time. Can you do it?** 

*Tes. But go. Go quick. We've got enough money for 
you to get to Mobile. You can lose yourself quick there; 
they cant find you there. But go. Get to hell away from 
here quick for God's sake.** This time when the teeth 
caught the bright thin blood spurted all the way to her 
chin. He didn't move at once. He was trying to remem* 
ber something out of a book, years ago, of Owen Wis- 
ter's, the whore in the pink ball dress who drank the 
laudanum and the cowboys taking turns walking her up 
and down the floor, keeping her on her feet, keeping her 
alive, remembering and forgetting it in the same instant 
since it would not help him. He began to move toward 
the door. 

"All right," he said. "Fm going now. But remember, 
you will have to hold on by yourself then. Do you hear? 
Charlotte?" The yellow eyes were full on him, she re- 
leased the bitten lip and as he sprang back toward the 
bed he heard over the chuckling murmur of the wind 
the two voices at the front door, the porch— the plump 
calved doctor's high, almost shrill, almost breaking, that 
of the gray gorgon wife cold and level, at a baritone 
pitch a good deal more masculine than the man’s voice, 
the two of them unoricntablc because of the wind like 
the voices of two ghosts quarrelling about nothing, he 
(Wilboume) hearing them and losing them too in the 
same instant as he bent over the wide yellow stare in the 
head which had ceased to roll, above the relaxed bleed- 
ing lip. "Charlotte!" he said. "You cant go back now. 
You're hurting. You're hurting. It wont let you go back. 
You can hear me." He slap|>ed her, fast, with two mo- 
tions of the same hand. "You’re hurting, Charlotte." 
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“Yes/' she said. “You and your best doctors in New 
Orleans. When anybody with one mail-order stethoscope 
could give me something. Come on, Rat. Where are 
they?" 


“They're coming. But you’ve got to hurt now. You're 
hurting now." 

“All right. I’m holding on. But you mustn't hold him. 
That was all I asked. It wasn’t him. listen, Francis — 
See, I called you Francis. If I were lying to you do you 
think I would call you Francis instead of Rat?— Listen, 
Francis. It was the other one. Not that Wilbourne 
bastard. Do you think I would let that bloody bungling 
bastard that never even finished hospital poke around 
in me with a knife — " The voice stopped; there was 
nothing in the eyes at all now though they w'ere still 
open— no minnow, no dot even— nothing. But the heart, 
he thought. The heart. He laid his car to her chest, luint- 
ing the wrist pulse with one hand; he could hear it be- 
fore his ear touched her, slow, strong enough still but 
each beat making a curious hollow reverberation as 
though the heart itself had retreated, seeing at the same 
moment (his face was toward the door) the doctor enter, 
still carrying the scuffed bag in one hand and in the 
other a cheap-looking nickcl-platcd revolver such as 
you could find in almost any pawnshop and which, as 
far as serviceability was concerned, should still have 
been there, and followed by the gray-faced Medusa- 
headed woman in a shawl. Wilbourne rose, already 
moving tow^ard the doctor, his hand already extended 
for the bag. “It will last this time," he said, “but the 
heart's — Here. Give me the bag. What do you carry? 
Stryclinine?" He watched the bag as it fled, snatched, 
behind the thick leg, the other hand he did not even look 
at as it came up but only in the next instant, at the cheap 
pistol pointed at nothing and being shaken in his face 
as the whiskey bottle had been. 

“Don't move!" the doctor cried. 

“Put that thing down," the wife said, in that same 
cold baritone. “I told you not to bring it. Give him the 
bag if he wants it and can do anything with it." 
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little too fast, a little too stit>ng« ^Jesiu, we had fun- 
didn't we, bitching, and making things? In the cold, the 
snow. That's what Tm thinking about. That's what I'm 
holding on to now: the snow, the cold, the cold. But k 
doesn't hurt; it's just like fire; it's just— Now go. Get tc 
hell out. Quick." She began to roll her head again, lit 
rose from his knees. 

"All right. I'm going. But you must hold on. You wilk 
have to hold on a long time. Can you do it?" 

"Yes. But go. Go quick. We've got enough money for 
you to get to Mobile. You can lose yourself quick there: 
they cant find you there. But go. Get to hell away from 
here quick for God's sake." This time when the teeth 
caught the bright thin blood spurted all the way to her 
chin. He didn't move at once. He was trying to remem- 
ber something out of a book, years ago, of Owen Wis- 
ter's, the whore in the pink ball dress who drank the 
laudanum and the cowboys taking turns walking her up 
and down the floor, keeping her on her feet, keeping her 
alive, remembering and forgetting it in the same instant 
since it would not help him. He began to move toward 
the door. 

"All right," he said. "Fm going now. But remember, 
you will have to hold on by yourself then. Do you hear? 
Charlotte?" The yellow eyes were full on him, she re- 
leased the bitten lip and as he sprang back toward the 
bed he heard over the chuckling murmur of the wind 
the two voices at the front door, the porch— the plump 
calved doctor's high, almost shrill, almost breaking, that 
of the gray gorgon wife cold and level, at a baritone 
pitch a good de^ more masculine than the man's voice, 
the two of them unoricntable because of the wind like 
the voices of two ghosts quarrelling about nothing, he 
(Wil bourne) hearing them and losing them too in the 
same instant as he bent over the wide yellow stare in the 
head which had ceased to roll, above the relaxed bleed- 
ing lip. "Charlotte!" he said. "You cant go back now. 
Vou'rc hurting. You're hurting. It wont let you go back. 
You can hear me." He slapped her, fast, with two mo- 
tions of the same hand. "You're hurting, Charlotte." 
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**Ye$,** she said, “You and your best doctors in New 
Orleans. When anybody with one mail-order stethoscope 
could give me something. Come on. Rat. Where are 
they?” 

“They're coming. But you've got to hurt now. You're 
hurting now.” 

“All right. I’m holding on. But you mustn’t hold him. 
That was all I asked. It wasn’t him. Listen, Francis — 
See, I called you Francis. If I were lying to you do yon 
think I would call you Francis instead of Rat?-~Listen, 
Francis. It was the other one. Not that Wilbourne 
bastard. Do you think I would let that bloody bungling 
bastard that never even finished hospital poke around 
in me with a knife—” 71ie voice stopped; there was 
nothing in the eyes at ali now though they were still 
open-“no minnow, no dot even— nothing. But the heart, 
he thought. The heart. He laid his ear to her chest, hunt- 
ing the wrist pulse with one hand; he could hear it be- 
fore his ear touched her, slow, strong enough still but 
each beat making a curious hollow reverberation as 
though the heart itself had retreated, seeing at the same 
moment (his face was toward the door) the doctor enter, 
still carrying the scuffed bag in one hand and in the 
other a cheap-looking nickel-j^lated revolver such as 
you could find in almost any pawnshop and which, as 
far as serviceability was concerned, should still have 
been there, and followed by the gray-faced Medusa- 
headed woman in a shawl. Wilbourne rose, already 
moving toward the doctor, his hand already extended 
for the bag. “It will last this time,” he said, “but the 
heart's — Here. Give me the bag. What do you carry? 
Strychnine?” He watched the bag as it fled, snatched, 
behind the thick leg, the other hand he did not even look 
at as it came up but only in the next instant, at the cheap 
pistol pointed at nothing and being shaken in his face 
as the whiskey bottle had been. 

“Don't move!” the doctor cried. 

“Put that thing down,” the wife said, in that same 
cold baritone. “I told you not to bring it. Give him the 
bag if he wants it and can do anything with it.” 
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“No I"' the doctor cried. “I'm a doctor. He is not He's 
not even a successful criminal!" Now the gray wife spoke 
to Wilbourne so abruptly that for a moment he did not 
even know he was being addressed: 

“Is there anything in that bag that would cure her?** 

“Cure her?" 

“Yes. Get her on her feet and get both of you out of 
this house." I’hc doctor turned on her now, speaking in 
that shrill voice on the point of breaking: 

“Can't you understand that this woman is dying?" 

“Let her die. Let them both die. But not in this house* 
Not in this town. Get them out of here and let them cut 
on one another and die as much as they please." Now 
Wilbourne watched the doctor shaking the pistol in the 
wile's face as the other had shaken it in his. 

“I wull not be interfered with!" he cried. “This 
woman is dying and this man must suffer for it." 

“Suffer fiddlesticks," the wife said. “You're mad be- 
cause he used a scalpel without having a diploma. Or 
did something with it the Medical Association said he 
mustn't. Put that thing down and give her whatever it is 
so she can get out of that bed. Then give them .some 
money and call a taxi-cab, not an ambulance. Give him 
some of my money if you wont your own." 

“Are you mad?" the doctor cried. “Are you insane?" 
The wife looked at him coldly with her gray face be- 
neath the screws of gray hair. 

“So you will aid and abet him to the last, wont you? 
I'm not surprised. I never yet saw one man fail to back 
up another, provided what they wanted to do was just 
foolish enough." Again she turned on (not to) Wil- 
bourne with that cold abruptness which for an instant 
left him unaware that he was being addressed: “You 
haven't eaten anything. I imagine. I'm going to heat 
some coffee. You'll probably need it by the time he and 
those others get through with you." 

“Thank you," Wilbourne said. "I couldn't—" BCit 
she was already gone. He caught himself about to say, 
“Wait I'll show you" then forgot this without even hav- 
ing to think that she would know the kitchen better 
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than he rincc she owned it, moving aside as the doctor 
passed him and went to the bed, following the doctor, 
watching him set the bag down then seem to discover 
the pistol in his hand and look about for something to 
lay it upon before remembering, then remembering and 
turning over his shoulder his dishevelled face. 

“Dont you move!*' he cried. '*Dont you dare to move!'' 

'*Get your stethoscope,'' Wilbourne said. ‘M had 
thought about something now, but maybe we had better 
wait. Because she will come out of it once more, wont 
she? She'll rally another time. Of course she will. Go 
on. Get it out.’* 

‘‘You should have thought of that before!" The doctor 
still v/atched Wilbourne, glaring, still holding the pistol 
while he fumbled the bag open and extracted the stetho- 
scope; then, still holding the pistol he ducked into the 
pronged tubes and leaned, seeming to forget the pistol 
again because he actually laid it on the bed, his hand 
still resting upon it but unconscious of the pistol, merely 
supporting his leaning weight, because there was peace 
in the room now, the fury gone; Wilbourne could now 
hear the gray wife at the stove in the kitchen and he 
could hear the black wind again, risible, jeering, con- 
stant, inattentive, and it even seemed to him that he 
could hear the wild dry clashing of the palms in it. Then 
he heard the ambulance, the first faint mountin ; wail, 
far away yet, on the highway from the village, and al- 
most immediately the wife came in, carrying a cup. 

"Here comes your joyride,” she said. "It never had 
time to get hot. But it will be something in your 
stomach." 

"I thank you," Wilbourne said. "I do thank you. It 
wouldn’t stay down, you see." 

"Nonsense. Drink it.” 

' "I do thank you." The ambulance was wailing louder, 
it was coming fast, it was close now, the wail sinking into 
a grumble as it slowed, then rising into the wail again. 
It seemed to be just outside the house, loud and per- 
emptory and with an illusion of speed and haste even 
though Wilbourne knew it was now merely crawling up 
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the rutted weed-choked lane which led, from the highway 
to the house; this time when it sank to the groan it was 
just outside the house, the sound now possessing a baffled 
grunting tone almost like the voice of an animal, a large 
one, bewildered, maybe even injured *1 do thank yoo. 
I realise there is always a certain amount of inevitable 
cleaning up in vacating a house. It would be foolish to 
add to it this late." Now he heard the feet on the porch* 
hearing them above his heart, the profound strong cease- 
less shallow dredging at air, breath on the point of e»- 
caping his lungs altogether; now (there was no knock) 
they were in the hall, the trampling; three men entered, 
in civilian clothes — a youth with a close cap of curly 
hair, in a polo shirt and no socks, a neat wiry man of no 
age and fully dressed even to a pair of horn glasses, push- 
ing a wheeled stretcher, and behind them a third man 
with the indelible mark of ten thousand Southern dep- 
uty sheriffs, urban and suburban— the snapped hatbrim, 
the sadist's eyes, the slightly and unmistakably bulged 
coat, the air not swaggering exactly but of a formally 
pre-absolved brutality. The two men with the stretdier 
wheeled it up to the bed in a business-like manner; it 
was the officer whom the doctor addressed, indicating 
Wilbourne with his hand, and now Wilbourne knew 
the other had really forgot that the hand still held the 
pistol. 

"This is your prisoner," the doctor said. "I will prefer 
formal charges against him as soon as we get to town. As 
soon as I can." 

"Look out. Doc— Evening, Miss Martha," the officer 
said. "Put that thing down. It might go off at any time. 
That fellow you got it from might of pulled the trigger 
before he turned it over to you." The doctor looked at 
the pistol, then Wilbourne seemed to remember him 
stowing it methodically into the scuffed bag along with 
the stethoscope; he just seemed to remember this be- 
cause he had followed the stretcher to the bed. 

"Easy now," he said. "Dont rouse her up. She wont — " 

"I'll take charge of this," the doctor sai<l in that weary 
voice which had become peaceful at last after a fashion. 



as if it had worn itself out yet which would have* could 
have risen again at need quick and easy, as if it had re- 
newed itself, renewed the outragement. "This case has 
been turned over to me, remember that. I didn't ask for 
it." He approached the bed (it was now that Wilbourne 
seemed to remember him putting the pistol into the bag) 
and lifted Charlotte's wrist. “Go as easy with her as you 
can. But hurry. Doctor Richardson will be there and I 
will follow in my car." The two men lifted Charlotte 
onto the stretcher. It was on rubber-tired wheels; with 
the hatless youth pushing it seemed to cross the room 
and vanish into the hall with incredible rapidity, as 
though sucked there and not pushed (the very wheels 
making a sucking sound on the floor) , by no human 
agency but by time perhaps, by some vent-pipe through 
which the irrevocable seconds were fleeing, crowding; 
even the night itself. 

"All right," the officer said. “What’s your name? Wil- 
son?" 

“Yes," Wilbourne said. It went through the hall too 
that way, sucked through, where the wiry man now had 
a flashlight; the risible dark wind chuckled and mur- 
mured into the open door, leaning its weight against him 
like a black palpy hand, he leaning into it, onto it. 
There would be the porch, the steps beyond. “She's 
light," Wilbourne said in a thin anxious voice. “She's 
lost a lot of weight lately. I could carry her if they 
would—" 

“They can too," the officer said, “Besides, they are 
being paid for it. Take it easy." 

“I know. But that short one, that small one with the 
light-" 

“He saves his strength for this. He likes it. You dont 
want to hurt his feelings. Take it easy." 

“Look," Wilbourne said thinly, murmuring, “why 
dont you put the handcuffs on me? Why dont you?" 

“Do you want them?" the officer said. And now the 
stretcher without stopping sucked off the porch too, into 
space, still on the same parallel plane as though it pos- 
sessed displacement perhaps but no weight; it didn't 



even pause, the white shirt and trousers of the youth 
seemed merely to walk behind it as it moved on behind 
the flashlight, toward the corner of the house, toward 
what the man from whom he had rented the house called 
the drive. Now he could hear the threshing of the in- 
visible palms, the wild dry sound of them. 

The hospital was a low building, vaguely Spanish (or 
Los Angeles) , of stucco, almost hidden by a massy lush- 
ness of oleander. There were more of the shabby palms 
loo, the ambulance turning in at speed, the siren's wail 
dying into the grunting animal-like fall, the tires dry and 
sibilant in oyster shells; when he emerged from the am- 
bulance he could hear the palms rustling and hissing 
again as if they were being played upon by a sand-blower 
and he could smell the sea still, the same black wund, but 
not so strong since the sea was four miles away, the 
stretcher coming out fast and smooth again as though 
sucked out, the feet of the four of them crisp in the dry 
fragile shells: and now in the corridor he began to blink 
again at his sanded lids, painfully in the electric light, 
the stretcher sucking on, the wheels whispering on the 
linoleum, so that it was between two blinks that he saw 
that the stretcher was now propelled by two nurses in 
uniform, a big one and a little one, he thinking how 
apparently there was no such thing as a matched 
stretcher team, how apparently all the stretchers in the 
world must be propelled not by two physical bodies in 
accord but rather by two matched desires to be present 
and see what was going on. Then he saw an open door 
fierce with light, a surgeon already in operating tunic 
beside it, the stretcher turning in, sucked through the 
door, the surgeon looking at him once, not with curiosity 
but as you memorise a face, then turning and following 
the stretcher as Wil bourne was about to speak to him, 
the door (it sounded rubber-tired too) clapping to 
soundlessly in his face, almost slapping his face, the 
officer at his elbow saying, '‘Take it easy.*' Then there 
was another nurse; he had not heard her, she did not 
look at him at all, speaking briefly to the officer. “Okay," 
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the officer said. He touched Wilbourne*s elbow. ‘‘Straight 
ahead. Just take it easy.” 

“But let me—” 

“Sure. Just take it easy.” It was another door, the 
nurse turning and stepping aside, her skirts crisp and 
sibilant too like the oyster shells; she did not look at him 
at all. They entered, an office, a desk, another man in 
sterilised cap and tunic seated at the desk with a blank 
form and a fountain pen. He was older than the first 
one. He did not look at Wilbourne either, 

“Name?” he said. 

“Charlotte Rittenmeyer.” 

‘*Miss?” 

“Mistress.” The man at the desk wrote on the pad. 

“Husband?” 

“Yes.” 

“Name?” 

“Francis Rittenmeyer.” Then he told the address too. 
The pen flowed, smooth and crisp. Now ifs the fountain 
pen / cant breathe in, Wilbourne thought. “Can I — ” 

“He will be notified.” Now the man at the desk looked 
up at him. He wore glasses, the pupils behind them 
distorted slightly and perfectly impersonal. “How do 
you account for it? Instruments not clean?” 

“They were clean.” 

“You think so.” 

“I know it.” 

“Your first attempt?” 

“No. Second.” 

“Other one come off? But you wouldn't know.” 

“Yes. 1 know. It did.” 

“Then how do you account for this failure?” He cou}d 
have answered that: I loved her. He could have said it: 
A miser would probably bungle the blowing of his own 
safe too. Should have called in a professional, a cracks- 
man who didn*t care, didn*t love the very iron flanks 
that held the money. So he said nothing at all, and after 
a moment the man at the desk looked down and wrote 
again, the pen travelling smoothly across the card. He 
said, still writing, without looking up: “Wait outside.” 
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**I aint to tale him in now?” the officer said. 

*‘No.” The man at the desk still did not look up. 

"Couldn't I—" Wilbourne said. "Will you let—" The 
pen stopped, but for a time longer the man at the desk 
looked at the card, perhaps reading what he had written. 
Then he looked up. 

"Why? She wouldn’t know you." 

"But she might come back. Rouse one more time. So 
I could— we could — " The other looked at him. The eyes 
were cold. They w^erc not impatient, not quite palpably 
patient. They merely waited until Wilbourne’s voice 
ceased. Then the man at the desk spoke: 

"Do you think she will— Doctor?" For a moment Wil- 
bourne blinked painfully at the neat scrawled card be- 
neath the day-colored desk lamp, the clean surgeon's 
hand holding the uncapped pen beside it. 

“No," he said quietly. The man at the desk looked 
down again, at the card too since the hand holding the 
pen moved to it and wrote again. 

"You will be notified." Now he spoke to the officer, not 
looking up, writing steadily: "That's all." 

"I better get him out cf here before that husband 
blows in with a gun or something, hadn't I, Doc?" the 
officer said. 

"You will be notified." the man at the desk repeated 
without looking up. 

"All right. Jack," the officer said. There was a bench, 
slotted and hard, like in old-time open trolley cars. From 
it he could see the rubber-tired door. It was blank, it 
looked final and impregnable as an iron portcullis; he 
saw with a kind of amazement that even from this angle 
it hung in its frame by ordy one side, lightly, so that for 
three-quarters of its circumference there was an unbroken 
line of Klieg light. But she might, he thought. She 
might, "Jesus,” the officer .said. He held an unlighted 
cigarette in his band now (Wilbourne had felt the move- 
ment against his elbow) , " — Jesus, you played— What did 
you say your name was? Webster?" 

"Yes," Wilbourne said. I could get there. I could trip 



him if necessary and get there. Because 1 would know, t 
would. Surely they would not. 

‘'You played hell, didn’t you. Using a knife. I‘m old- 
fashioned; the old way still suits me. 1 dont want 
variety.” 

“Yes,” Wilbourne said. There was no wind in here, 
no sound of it, though it seemed to him that he could 
smell, if not the sea, at least the dry and stubborn lin- 
gering of it in the oyster shells in the drive: and then 
suddenly the corridor became full of sound, the myriad 
minor voices of human fear and travail which he knew, 
remembered — the carbolised vacuums of linoleum and 
rubber soles like wombs into which human beings fled 
before something of suffering but mostly of terror, to 
surrender in little monastic cells all the burden of lust 
and desire and pride, even that of functional independ- 
ence, to become as embryos for a time yet retaining still 
a little of the old incorrigible earthy corruption— the 
light sleeping at all hours, the boredom, the wakeful 
and fretful ringing of little bells between the hours of 
midnight and the dead slowing of dawn (finding perhaps 
at least this good use for the cheap money with which 
the world was now glutted and cluttered) : this for a 
while, then to be born again, to emerge renewed, to bear 
the world's weight for another while as long as courage 
lasted. He could hear them up and down the corridor— 
the tinkle of the bells, the immediate sibilance of rubber 
heels and starched skirts, the querulous murmur of 
voices about nothing. He knew it well: and now still 
another nurse came down the hall, already looking full 
at him, slowing as she passed, looking at him, her head 
turning as she went on like an owl's head, her eyes quite 
wide and filled with something beyond just curiosity and 
not at all shrinking or horror, going on. The officer was 
running his tongue around inside his teeth as though 
seeking the remnants of food; possibly he had been eat- 
ing somewhere when the call came. He still held the un- 
lighted cigarette* 

“These doctors and nurses,” he said. “What a fellow 
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hears about hospitals. I wonder if there’s as much laying 
goes on in them as you hear about.” 

“No,” Wilboume said. “There never is any place.” 

“That’s so. But you think of a place like a hospital. 
All full of beds every which way you turn. And all the 
other folks fiat on their backs where they cant bother 
you. And after all doctors and nurses are men and 
women. And smart enough to take care of themselves or 
they wouldn’t be doctors and nurses. You know how it 
is. How you think.” 

“Yes,” Wilbourne said. “You’ve just told me.” Be- 
cause after all, he thought, they are gentlemen. They 
must be. They are stronger than we are. Above all this. 
Above clowning. They dont need to be anything else but 
gentlemen. And now the second doctor or surgeon — the 
one of the fountain pen — came out of the office and 
down the corridor, the skirts of his tunic sucking and 
snicking behind him too. He did not look at Wilbourne 
at all, even when Wilbourne, watching his face, rose as 
he passed and stepped toward him, about to speak, the 
officer rising hurriedly too, surging up. Then the doctor 
merely paused long enough to look back at the officer 
with one cold brief irascible glance through the glasses. 

“Aren’t you in charge of this man?” he said. 

“Sure, Doc,” the officer said. 

“Then what’s the trouble?” 

“Come on now, Watson,” the officer said. “Take it 
easy, I tell you.” The doctor turned; he had scarcely 
paused even. “How about smoking, Doc?” The doctor 
didn’t answer at all. He went on, his smock flicking. 
“Come on here,” the officer said. “Sit down before you 
get yourself in a jam or something.” Again the door went 
inward on its rubber tires and returned, clapped silently 
to with that iron finality and that illusion of iron im- 
pregnability which was so false since even from here he 
could see how it swung in its frame by one side only, so 
that a child, a breath, could move it. “Listen,” the offi- 
cer said. “Just take it easy. They’ll fix her up. That was 
Doc Richardson himself. They brought a sawmill nigger 
in here couple three years ago where somebody hit him 
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across the guts with a razor in a crap game. Well, what 
does Doc Richardson do, opens him up. cuts out the bad 
guts, sticks the two ends together like you'd Vulcanise an 
inner tube, and the nigger's back at work right now. Of 
course he aint got but one gut and it aint but two feet 
long so he has to run for the bushes almost before he 
quits chewing. But he’s all right. Doc'll fix her up the 
same way. Aint that better than nothing? Huh?" 

"Yes," Wilbourne said. "Yes. Do yon suppose we could 
go outside a while?" The officer rose with alacrity, the 
cigarette still unlighted in his hand. 

"That's an idea. We could smoke then." But then he 
could not. 

"You go on. I’ll stay right here. I'm not going to 
leave. You know that." 

"Well, I dont know. Maybe T could stand at the door 
yoadcr and smoke." 

"Yes. You can watch me from there." He looked up 
and down the corridor, at the doors. "Do you know 
where I could go if I get sick?" 

"Sick?" 

"Should .have to vomit." 

"I'll call a nurse and ask her." 

"No. Never mind. I wort need it. T don't suppose I've 
got anything more to lose. Worth the trouble. I'll stay 
right here until they call me." So the officer went on 
down the corridor, on past the door hung in its three 
fierce slashes of light, and on toward the entrance 
through which they had come. Wilbourne watched the 
match snap under his thumb-nail and flare against his 
face, beneath the hat-brim, face and hat slanted to the 
match (not a bad face either exactly, just that of a four- 
teen-year-old boy who had to use a razor, who had begun 
too young to carry the authorised pistol too long) , the 
entrance door apparently still open because the smoke, 
the first puff of it, streamed back up the corridor, fad- 
ing: so that Wilbourne discovered that he really could 
smell the sea, the black shallow slumbering Sound with- 
out surf which the black wind blew over. Up the corri- 
dor, beyond an elbow, he could hear the voices of two 
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nurses, two nurses not two patients, two females but not 
necessarily two women even, then 'beyond the same el- 
bow one of the little bells tinkled, fretful, peremptory, 
the two voices murmuring on, then they both laughed 
two nurses laughing not two women, the little querulous 
bell becoming irascible and fren/ied, the laughter con- 
tinuing for half a minute longer above the bell, then the 
rubber soles on the linoleum, hissing faint and fast;, the 
bell ceased. It was the sea he smelled; there was the taste 
of the black beach the wind blew over in it, in his lungs, 
up near the top of his lungs, going through that again but 
then he had expected to have to, each fast strong breath 
growing shallower and shallower as if his heart had at 
last found a receptacle, a dumping-place, for the black 
sand it dredged and pumped at: and now he got up too, 
not going anywhere; he just got up without intending to, 
the officer at the entrance turning at once, snapping the 
cigarette backward. But Wilbourne made no further 
move and the officer slowed; he even paused at the liglu- 
slashed door and flattened his hat-brim against it, against 
the crack for a moment. Then he came on. He came on, 
because Wilbourne saw him; he saw the officer as you 
see a lamp post which happens to be between you and 
the street because the rubber-tired door had opened 
again, outward this time {The Kliegs are of}, he thought. 
They are off. They are off now.) and the two doctors 
emerged, the door clashing soundlessly to behind them 
and oscillating sharply once but opening again before it 
could have resumed, re-entered immobility, to produce 
two nurses though he saw them only with that part of 
vision which still saw the officer because he was 'watching 
the faces of the two doctors coming up the corridor and 
talking to one another in clipped voices through their 
mouth-pads, their smocks flicking neatly like the skirts 
of two women, passing him without a glance and he was 
sitting down again because the officer at his elbow said, 
‘‘That's right. Take it easy," and he found that he was 
sitting, the two doctors going on, pinch-waisted like two 
ladies, the skirts of the smocks snicking behind them, 
and then one of the nurses pa.ssed too, in a face-pad also, 
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not looking at him either, her starched skirts rustling 
on, he (Wil bourne) sitting on the hard bench, listen- 
ing: so that for a moment his heart evacuated him, beat* 
ing strong and slow and steady but remote, leaving him 
globed in silence, in a round vaaiiim where only the re* 
membered wind murmured, to listen in, for the rubber 
soles to sibilate in, the nurse stopping at last beside the 
bench and now he looked up after a space. 

‘'You can go in now,^ she said. 

“All right," he said. But he didn’t move at once. IVs 
the same one who didn*t look at me, he thought. She*$ 
not looking at me noio. Only she is looking at me now. 
Then he got up; it was all right, the officer rising too, 
the nurse looking at him now. 

“Do you want me to go in with you?” 

“All right,” It was all right. Probably a breath would 
do it yet when he put his hand on the door he found 
that his whole weight would not do it, that is, he could 
not seem to get any of his weight into it, the door actu- 
ally like a fixed iron plate in the wall except at that 
moment it fled suddenly before him on its rubber tii'es 
and he saw the nurse’s hand and arm and the operating 
table, the shape of Charlotte’s body just indicated and 
curiously flattened beneath the sheet. The Kliegs were 
off, the standards shoved away into a corner and only a 
single dome light burned, and there was another nurse— 
he had not remembered four of them—drying her hands 
at a sink. But she dropped the towel into a bin at that 
moment and passed him, that is, walked into then out 
of his vision, and was gone. There was a blower, a venti- 
lator, going somewhere near the ceiling too, invisible or 
at least concealed, camouflaged, then he reached the 
table, the nurse’s hand came and folded back the sheet 
and after a moment he looked back past her, blinking 
his dry painful eyelids, to where the officer stood in the 
door. “It’s all right now,” he said. “He can smoke now, 
cant he?” 

“No,” the nurse said. 

“Never mind,” he said. “You'll be through soon. Thea 
you—” 



‘*Come/* the nurse said. '‘You only have a minute." 
Only this was not a cool wind blowing into the room 
but a hot one being forced out, so there was no smell 
in it of black sand it had blown over. But it was a wind, 
steady, he could feel it and see it, a lock of the dark sav- 
agely short hair stirring in it, heavily because the hair 
was still wet. still damp, between the closed eyes and 
the neat surgeon's knot in the tape which supported her 
lower jaw. Only it was more than this. It was more than 
just a slackening of joints and muscles, it was a collaps- 
ing of the entire body as undamraed water collapses, 
arrested for the moment for him to look at but still 
seeking that profound and primal level much lower than 
that of the walking and upright, lower than the prone 
one of the little death called sleep, lower even than the 
paper-thin spurning sole; the flat earth itself and even 
this not low enough, spreading, disappearing, slow at 
first then increasing and at last with incredible speed: 
gone, vanished, no trace left above the insatiable dust. 
I'he nurse touched his arm. “Come," she said. 

“Wait," he said; “wait." But he had to step back; it 
came fast as before, the same stretcher on its rubber 
tires, the wiry man hatless now too, his hair parted 
neatly with w^ater, brushed forward then curved back 
at the brow like an old time barkeeper's, the flashlight 
in his hip pocket, the rim of his coat caught up behind 
it, the stretcher wheeling rapidly up broadside to the 
table as the nurse drew the sheet up again. “I wont 
need to help those two," he said. “Will I?" 

“No," the nurse said. There was no especial shape 
beneath the sheet now at all and it came onto the stretcher 
as if it had no weight either. The stretcher whispered 
into motion again, wheeling sibilantly, sucking through 
the door again when the officer now stood with his hat 
in his hand. Then it was gone. He could hear it for a 
moment longer. Then he could not. The nurse reached 
her hand to the wall, a button clicked and the hum of 
the blower stopped. It cut short off as if it had run full- 
tilt into a wall, blotted out by a tremendous silence 
which roared down upon him like a wave, a sea, and 
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there was nothing for him to hold to, picking him up^ 
tossing and spinning him and roaring on, leaving him 
blinking steadily and painfully at his dry granulated lids. 
“Come/* the nurse said. “Doctor Richardson says you 
can have a drink.** 

“Sure, Morrison.” The officer put his hat back on. 
“Just take it easy.” 

The jail was somewhat like the hospital save that it 
was of two storeys, square, and there were no oleanders. 
But the palm was there. It was just outside his window, 
bigger, more shabby; when he and the officer passed be- 
neath it to enter, with no wind to cause it it had set up 
a sudden frenzied clashing as though they had startled it, 
and twice more during the night while he stood, shifting 
his hands from time to time as that portion of the bars 
wh^'ch they clasped grew warm and began to sweat on his 
palms, it clashed again in that brief sudden inexplicable 
flurry. Then the tide began to fall in the river and he 
could smell that too— the sour smell of salt flats where 
oyster shells and the heads of shrimp rotted, and hemp 
and old piling. Then dawn began (he had been hear- 
ing the shrimp boats putting out for some time) and he 
could see the draw bridge on which the railroad to New 
Orleans crossed standing suddenly against the paling sky 
and he heard the train from New Orleans and watched 
the approaching smoke then the train itself crawling 
across the bridge, high and toylike and pink like some- 
thing bizarre to decorate a cake with, in the flat sun that 
was already hot. Then the train was gone, the pink 
smoke. The palm beyond the window began to muimur, 
dry and steady, and he felt the cool morning breeze from 
the sea, steady and filled with salt, clean and iodinic in 
the cell above the smell of creosote and tobacco-spit and 
old vomit; the sour smell of the flats went away and now 
there would be a glitter on the tide-chopped water, the 
gars roiling sluggishly up and then down again among 
the floating garbage. Then he heard feet on the stairs and 
the jailer entered with a tin mug of coffee and a piece of 
factory-made coffee cake. “You want anything else?” he 
said. “Any meat?** 
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"^Thanks/' Wilbourne said. '*Just the coffee. Or if you 
could get me some cigarettes. I haven't had any since 
yesterday." 

“ril leave you this until I go out." The jailer produced 
a cloth tobacco-sack and papers from his shirt. "Can you 
roll them?" 

"I dont know," Wilbourne said. "Yes. Thanks. This 
will be fine." But he didn't make much of a job of it. 
The coffee was weak, oversweet and hot, too hot to drink 
or even hold in the hand, possessing seemingly a dy* 
namic inherent inexhaustible quality of renewable heat 
impervious even to its own fierce radiation. So he set 
the cup on his stool and sat on the cot's edge above it; 
without realising it he had assumed the immemorial at- 
titude of all misery, crouching, hovering not in grief but 
in complete guttish concentration above a scrap, a bone 
which would require protection not from anything which 
walked upright but from creatures which moved on the 
same parallel plane with the protector and the pro- 
tected, pariah too, which would snap and snarl with the 
protector for it in the dust. He poured from the cloth 
sack into the creased paper as he knew, without being 
able to remember at all when and where he had seen 
the process, it should be done, watching in mild alarm 
as the tobacco sprayed off the paper in the light wind 
which blew in the window, turning his body to shelter 
the paper, realising that his hand was beginning to 
tremble though not concerned about it yet, laying the 
sack carefully and blindly aside, watching the tobacco 
as if he were holding the grains in the paper by the 
weight of his eyes, putting the other hand to the paj>er 
and finding they were both trembling now, the paper 
parting suddenly between his hands with an almost audi- 
ble report. His hands were shaking badly now; he filled 
the second paper with a terrific concentration of will, 
not of desire for tobacco but just to make the cigarette; 
he deliberately raised his elbows from his knees and held 
the filled paper before his calm unshaven faintly haggard 
face until the trembling stopped. But as soon as he re- 
laxed them to roll the tobacco into the paper they began 
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to tremble again but “this time he did not even pause, 
turning the tobacco carefully into the paper, the tobacco 
raining faintly and steadily from either end of the paper 
but the paper turning on. He had to hold it in both 
hands to lick it and then as soon as his tongue touched 
the paper his head seemed to catch from the contact the 
same faint uncontrollable jerking and he sat for an in- 
stant, looking at what he had accomplished — the splayed 
raddled tube already half empty of tobacco and almost 
too damp to take fire. It took both hands to hold the 
match to it too, it not smoke but a single thin lance of 
heat, of actual fire, which shot into his throat. Neverthe- 
less, the cigarette in his right hand and his left hand 
gripping his right wrist, he took two more draws betore 
the coal ran too far up the dry side of the paper to draw 
again and dropped it, about to set his foot on it before 
he remembered, noticed, that he was still barefoot, and 
so letting it burn while he sat looking at the coffee mug 
with a kind of despair, who had shown none before this 
and perhaps had not even begun to feel it yet, then tak- 
ing up the mug, holding it as he had held the cigarette, 
wrist in hand, and brought it to his mouth, concentrated 
not on the coffee but on the drinking of it so that he 
perhaps forgot to remember that the coffee was too hot 
to drink, making contact between the cup-rim and his 
steadily and faintly jerking head, gulping at the still 
wellnigh scalding liquid, driven back each time by the 
heat, blinking, gulping again, blinking, a spoonful of 
the coffee sloshing out of the cup and onto the floor, 
splashing over his feet and ankles like a handful of 
dropped needles or maybe ice particles, realising that he 
had begun to blink again too and setting the mug care- 
fully— it took both hands to make contact with the stool 
too— on the stool again and sitting over it again, hunched 
a little and blinking steadily at that granulation behind 
his lids, hearing the two pair of feet on the stairs this 
time though he did not even look toward the door until 
he heard it open then clash again then looking around 
and up, at the double-breasted coat (it was of gray palm 
beach now) , the face above it freshly shaved but which 
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had not slept either, thinking (Wilfaourne), He had so 
much more to do. I just had to wait. He had to get out 
at a minute's notice and find someone to stay with the 
children. Rittenmeyer carried the suitcase — that one 
which had come out from under the cot in the intern’s 
quarters a year ago and had traveled to Chicago and 
Wisconsin and Chicago and Utah and San Antonio and 
New Orleans again and now to jail— and he came and 
set it beside the cot. But even then the hand at the end 
of the smooth gray sleeve was not done, the hand going 
now inside the coat. 

’’There are your clothes,** he said. *’1 have made your 
bond. They will let you out this morning.” The hand 
emerged and dropped onto the cot a sheaf of banknotes 
folded neatly twice. ”It*s the same three hundred dollars. 
You carried it long enough to have gained adverse pos- 
session. It should get you a long way. Far enough, any- 
how. I*d say Mexico, but then you can probably stay 
hidden anywhere if you’re careful. But there wont be 
any more. Understand that. This is all.” 

“Jump it?” Wilbourne said. ”Jump the bail?” 

“Yes!” Rittenmeyer said violently. ”Get to hell away 
from here. I’ll buy you a railroad ticket and send it to 
you — ** 

”I’m sorry,” Wilbourne said. 

“—New Orleans; you could even ship out on a boat—” 

“I’m sorry,” Willx>urne said. Rittenmeyer ceased. He 
was not looking at Wilbourne; he was not looking at 
anything. After a moment he said quietly: 

“Think of her.** 

“I wish I could stop. I wish I could. No I dont. Maybe 
that’s it. Maybe that’s the reason—** Maybe that was; 
that was the first time when he almost touched it. But 
not yet; and that was all right too; it would return; he 
would find it, hold it, when the time was ready. 

“Then think about me,** Rittenmeyer said. 

“I wish I could stop that too. I feel — ** 

“Not me!” the other said, with that sudden violence 
again; “dont you feel sorry for me. See? See?” And there 
was something else but he didn’t say it, couldn’t or 
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wouldn't. He began to shake too, in the neat dark sober 
beautiful suit, murmuring, *'Jesus. Jesus. Jesus.’' 

'‘Maybe Tm sorry because you cant do anything. And 
I know why you cant. Anybody else would know' why 
you cant. But that doesn't help any. And I could do it 
and that would help some, not much maybe but some. 
Only I cant either. And I know why I cant too. I think 
I do. Only I just havent — He ceased too. He said 
quietly: “I’m sorry,” The other ceased to tremble; he 
spoke as quietly as Wilbourne: 

“So you wont go.” 

“Maybe if you could tell me why,” Wilbourne said. 
But the other didn't answer. He took an immaculate 
handkerchief from his breast pocket and wiped his face 
carefully with it and Wilbourne noticed too that the 
morning breeze from the sea had dropped, gone on, as 
if the bright still cumulus-stippled bowl of sky and earth 
were an empty globe, a vacuum, and what wind there 
was was not enough to fill it but merely ran back and 
forth inside it with no schedule, obeying no laws, un- 
predictable and coming from and going nowhere, like 
a drove of bridleless horses in an empty plain. Ritten- 
rneyer went to the door and rattled it, not looking back. 
The jailer appeared and unlocked the door. He was not 
going to look back. “You've forgotten the money,” Wil- 
bourne said. The other turned and came back and took 
up the neat fold of notes. After a moment he looked at 
Wilbourne. 

“So you wont do it,” he said. “You wont.” 

“I’m sorry,” Wilbourne said. Only if he had just told 
me luhy, Wilbourne thought. Maybe I would have. Only 
he knew he would not have. Yet he continued to think 
it from time to time while the last days of that June 
accomplished and became July— the dawns while he 
listened to the heavy beat of the shrimper engines stand- 
ing down the river toward the Sound, the brief cool hour 
of morning while the sun was still at his back, the long 
glare of brazen afternoons while the salt-impinged sun 
slanted full and fierce into his window, printing his face 
and upper body with the bars to which he held— and he 

147 



had even learned to sleep again, finding sometimes that 
he had slept between two shiftings of his hands upon the 
sweating bars. Tlicn he stopped thinking it. He didn’t 
know when; he did not even remember that Rittenmey- 
er’s visit had gone completely out of his mind. 

One day— it was toward sunset, how he had failed to 
see it before he did not know, it had been there twenty 
years— he saw, beyond the flat one-storey border of the 
river, across the river and toward the sea, the concrete 
hull of one of the emergency ships built in 1918 and 
never finished, the hull, the hulk; it had never moved, 
the ways rotted out from under it years ago, leaving it 
sitting on a mudflat beside the bright glitter of the 
river’s mouth with a thin line of drying garments across 
the after well deck. The sun was setting behind it now 
and he could not distinguish much, but the next morn- 
ing he discovered the projecting slant of stove pipe with 
smoke coming out of it and he could distinguish the 
color of the garments flapping in the morning sea-wind 
and watched later a tiny figure which he knew to be a 
woman taking the garments from the line, believing he 
could distinguish the gesture wdth which she put the 
clothes pins one by one into her mouth, and he thought, 
// we had known it we could probably have lived there 
jor the four days and saved ten dollars, thinking, Four 
days. It could not possibly have been just four days. It 
could not; and watching, one evening saw the dory 
come alongside and the man mount the ladder with a 
long skein of net cascading downward from his climbing 
shovi der, fragile and fairy-like, and watched the man 
mend the net under a morning's sun, sitting on the 
poop, the net across his knees, the sun on the ma/y blond 
webbing tawnily silver. And a moon began and waxed 
nightly while he stood there, and he stood there in the 
dying light while night by night it waned; and one after- 
noon he saw the flags, set one above another, rigid and 
streaming from the slender mast above the Government 
station at the river mouth, against a flat steel-colored 
scudding sky and all that night a buoy outside the river 
moaned and bellowed and the palm beyond the window 
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threshed and clashed and just before dawn, in a driving' 
squall, the tail of the hurricane struck. Not the hurri- 
cane; it was galloping off somewhere in the Gulf, just the 
tail of it, a flick of the mane in passing, driving up the 
shore ten feet of roiled and yellow tide which did not 
fall for twenty hours and driving fiercely through the 
wild frenzied palm which still sounded dry and across 
the roof of the cell, so that all that second night he could 
hear the boom of seas against the breakwater in the 
crashing darkness and the buoy too, gurgling now be- 
tween bellows; he could even seem to hear the roar of 
water streaming from it as it surged up again with each 
choking cry, the rain driving on, into the next dawn but 
with less fury now, on across the flat land before the cast 
wind. It would be even quieter inland, it would become 
only a bright silver summer murmur among the heavy 
decorous trees, upon the clipped sw^ard; it wT3uld be 
clipped; he could imagine it, it would be a good deal 
like the park where he had waited, maybe even with 
children and nurses at times, the best, the very best; 
there would even be a headstone soon, at just exactly the 
right time, when restored earth and decorum stipulated, 
telling nothing; it would be clipped and green and quiet, 
the body, the shape of it under the drawm sheet, flat and 
small and moving in the hands of two men as if without 
woight though it did, nevertheless bearing and quiet be- 
neath the iron weight of earth. Only that cant he all of it, 
he thought. It cant be. The waste. Not of meat, there is 
always plenty of meat. They found that out twenty years 
ago preserving nations and justifying mottoes — granted 
the nations the meat preserued are worth the preseroing 
with the meat it took gone. But memory. Surely memory 
exists independent of the flesh. But this was wrong too. 
Because it wouldn't know it xaas memory, he thought. It 
wouldn't know what it was it remembered. So there^s 
got to be the old meat, the old frail eradicable meat for 
memory to titillate. 

That was the second time he almost got it. But it 
escaped him again. But he was not trying yet; it was 
still all right, he was not worried; it would return w^hen 
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the time was ready and even stand still to his hand. Then 
one night he was allowed a bath, and a barber (they 
had taken his razor blades away from him) came early 
the next morning and shaved him, and in a new shirt 
and manacled to an officer on one side and his court- 
designated lawyer on the other he walked through the 
still early sun, up the street where people— malaria-rid- 
den men from the sawmill swamps and the wind- and 
sun-bitten professional shrimpers— turned to look after 
him, toward the courthouse from the balcony of which 
a bailiff was already crying. It was like the jail in its 
turn, of two stories, of the same stucco, the same smell of 
creosote and tobacco spittle but not the vomit, set in a 
grassless plot with a half dozen palms and oleanders 
again too, blooming pink and white above a low thick 
mass of lantana. Then an entry filled yet, for a while 
yet, with shadow and a cellar-like coolness, the tobacco 
stronger, the air filled with a steady human sound, not 
exactly speech but that droning murmur which might 
have been the very authentic constant unsleeping mur- 
mur of functioning pores. I'hey mounted stairs, a door; 
he walked up an aisle between filled benches while heads 
turned and the bailiff’s voice still chanted from the bal- 
cony, and sat at a table between his lawyer and the offi- 
cer then a moment later rose and stood again while the 
gownless judge in a linen suit and the high black shoes 
of an old man came with a short quick purposeful stride 
and took the Bench, It did not take long, it was busi- 
nesslike, brief, twenty-two minutes to get a jury, his ap- 
pointed lawryer (a young man with a round moon face 
and myopic eyes behind glasses, in a crumpled linen 
suit) challenging monotonously but it just took twenty- 
two minutes, the judge sitting high behind a pine coun- 
ter grained and stained to resemble mahogany with his 
face which was not a lawyer’s face at all but that of a 
Methodist Sunday School superintendent who on week 
days was a banker and probably a good banker, a shrewd 
banker, thin, with neat hair and a neat moustache and 
old-fashioned gold-rimmed spectacles. ‘’How does the in- 
dictment read?” he said. The clerk read it, his voice 
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droning, almost drowsy among the redundant verbiage; 

/ • • against the peace and dignity of the State o£ 
Mississippi . . . manslaughter ..." A man rose at the 
far end of the table. He wore a xsuit of crumpled, almost 
disreputable, seersucker. He was quite fat and his was the 
lawyer’s face, a handsome face, almost noble, cast for 
footlights, forensic shrewd and agile: the District At- 
torney. 

"We believe we can prove murder. Your Honor." 

"This man is not indicted for murder, Mr. Gower. 
You should know that. Arraign the accused." Now the 
plump young lawyer rose. He had neither the older 
one’s stomach nor the lawy^er’s face, not yet anyway. 

"Guilty, Your Honor," he said. And now Wilbourne 
heard it from behind him—the long expulsion, the sigh. 

"Js the accused trying to throw himself upon the mercy 
of this Court?" the juclge said. 

"1 just plead guilty. Your Honor," Wilbourne said. 
He heard it again behind him, louder, but already the 
judge was hammering sharply with his child’s croquet 
mallet. 

"Dont speak from there!" he said. "Does the accused 
wish to throw himself on the mercy of the Court?" 

"Yes, Your Honor," the young lawyer said. 

"Then you dont need to make a case, Mr. Gower. I 
will instruct the jury — " This time it was no sigh. Wil- 
bourne heard the caught breath, then it was almost a 
roar, not that loud of course, not yet, the little hard 
wooden mallet furious against the wood and the bailiff 
shouting something too, and there was movement, a surg- 
ing sound of feet in it too; a voice cried. "That’s it! Co 
ahead! Kill him!" and Wilbourne saw it — the gray but- 
toned coat (the same one) moving steadily toward the 
Bench, the face, the outrageous face: the man who with- 
out any warning had had to stand the wrong sort of 
suffering, the one suffering for which he was not fitted, 
who even now must be saying to himself, But why me? 
Why? What have I done? What in the world can I have 
done in my life? coming steadily on then stopping and 
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beginning to speak, the roar cutting short off as he 
opened his mouth: 

“Your Honor— If the Court please—’* 

“Who is this?“ the judge said. 

“I am Francis Rittenmeyer/’ Rittenmeyer said. Now 
it was a roar again, the gavel going again, the Judge 
himself shouting now, shouting the roar into silence: 

“Order! Order! One more outbreak like this and I 
will clear the room! Disarm that man!” 

“I'm not armed," Rittenmeyer said. “I just want—” 
But already the bailiff and two other men were upon 
him, the smooth gray sleeves pinioned while they 
slapped at his pockets and sides. 

“He's not armed, Your Honor," the bailiff said. The 
judge turned upon the District Attorney, trembling too, 
a iieat orderly man too old for this too. 

“What is the meaning of this clowning, Mr. Gower?" 

“I dont know. Your Honor. I didn't — " 

“You didn't summons him?" 

“I didn't consider it necessary. Out of consideration 
for his—" 

“If the Court please," Rittenmeyer said. “I just want 
to make a—" The judge lifted his hand; Rittenmeyer 
ceased. He stood motionless, his face calm as a carving, 
with something about it of the carved faces on Gothic 
cathedrals, the pale eyes possessing something of the 
same unpupilled marble blankness. The judge stared at 
the District Attorney. It (the District Attorney's) was 
the lawyer's face now, completely, completely w'atchful, 
completely alert, the thinking going fast and secret be- 
hind it. The judge looked at the young lawyer, the 
plump one, hard. Then he looked at Rittenmeyer. “This 
case is closed,” he said. “But if you still wish to make a 
statement, you may do so.” Now there was no sound at 
all, not even that of breathing that Wilbourne could 
hear save his own and that of the young lawyer beside 
him, as Rittenmeyer moved toward the witness box. 
“This case is closed," the judge said. “The accused is 
waiting sentence. Make your statement from there." Rit- 
tenmeyer stopped. He was not looking at the judge, he 
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was not loolcing at anything, his face calm, impeccable, 
outrageous. 

'"I wish to make a plea,” he said. For a moment the 
judge did not move, stari:tg at Rittennieyer, the gavel 
still clutched in his fist like a sabre, then he leaned 
slowly forward, staring at Rittenmcyer; and Wilbourne 
heard it begin, the long in-sucking, the gathering of 
amazement and incredulity. 

‘*You what?” the judge said. ”A what? A plea? For 
this man? This man who wilfully and delil>erately per- 
formed an operation on your wife which ho knew might 
cause her death and which did?” And now it did roar, 
in waves, renewed; he could hear the feet in it and the 
separate screaming voices, the officers of the Court charg- 
ing into the wave like a football team: a vortex of fury 
and turmoil about the calm immobile outrageous face 
above the smooth beautifully cut coal: ”Hang them! 
Hang them both!” “Lock them up together! Let the son 
of a bitch work on him this time with the knife!” roar- 
ing on above the trampling and screaming, dying away 
at last but still not ceasing, just muffled beyond the 
closed doors for a time, then rising again from outside 
the building, the judge standing now% his arms propped 
on the bench, still clutching the gavel, his head jerking 
and trembling, the head of an old man indeed now. 
Then he sank slowly back, his head jerking as the heads 
of old men do. But his voice was quite calm, cold: 
"Give that man protection out of town. See that he 
leaves at once.” 

dont think he better try to leave the building right 
now, Judge,” the bailif said. “Listen at them.” But no- 
body had to listen to hear it, not hysterical now, just 
outraged and angry. “They airkt hanging mad, just tar- 
and-feathering mad. But anyway—” 

“All right,” the judge said. “Take him to my cham- 
bers. Keep him there until after dark. Then get him out 
of town.— Gentlemen of the jury, you will find the pris- 
oner guilty as charged and so bring in your verdict, 
which carries with it a sentence at hard labor in the 
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State Penitentiary at Parchman for a period of not less 
than fifty years. You may retire.” 

“I reckon there’s no need of that. Judge,” the foreman 
said. reckon we are all—” The judge turned upon 
him, the old man’s thin and trembling fury: 

“You will retire I Do you wish to be held in con- 
tempt?” They were gone less than two minutes, hardly 
long enough for the bailiff to close and then open the 
door. From outside the sound beat on, rising and falling. 

That afternoon it rained again, a bright silver curtain 
roaring out of nowhere before the sun could be hidden, 
galloping on vagrom and coltlike, going nowhere, then 
thirty minutes later roaring back, bright and harmless 
in its own steaming footsteps. But when, shortly after 
dark, he was returned to his cell the sky was ineffable 
and stainless above the last green of twilight, arching. 
the evening star, the palm merely murmuring beyonc( 
the bars, the bars still cool to his hands though the wa^ 
ter, the rain, had long evaporated. So he had learnet^ 
what Rittenmeyer meant. And now he learned why. Hef 
heard the two pairs of feet again but he did not turr| 
from the window until the door had opened theil 
clanged and clashed to and Rittenmeyer entered anti 
stood for a moment, looking at him. Then Rktenmeyei 
took something from his pocket and crossed the cell, the^ 
hand extended. ‘‘Here,” he said. It was a small box forr 
medicine, unlabelled. It contained one white tablet. Fort 
a moment Wilbourne looked down at it stupidly, though! 
only for a moment. Then he said quietly; I 

“Cyanide.” f 

“Yes,” Rittenmeyer said. He turned, he was already ‘ 
going: the face calm outrageous and consistent, the man! 
who had been right always and found no peace in it. k 
“But I dont — ” Wilbourne said. “How will my just^. 
being dead help—” Then he believed he understood, Hei 
said, “Wait.” Rittenmeyer reached the door and put his t 
hand on it. Nevertheless he paused, looking back. “It’s 
because I have got stale. I dont think go^. Quick,” : 
The other looked at him, waiting, “I thank you. I do • 
thank you. I wish I knew I would do the same for you in e 
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my turn/' Then Rittenmeyer shook the door once and 
looked again at Wilbourne—the face consistent and 
right and damned forever. The jailer appeared and 
opened the door. 

“I’m not doing it for you/* Rittenmeyer said. “Get 
that out of your damned head.*’ I’hen he was gone, tlie 
door flashed; and it was no flash of comprehension, it 
was too cpiict for that, it was just a simple falling of a 
jumbled pattern. Of course, Wilbourne thought. That 
last day in Neuf Orleans. He promised her. She said. Not 
that bungling bastard Wilbourne, and he promised her. 
And that was it. That w^as all. It fell into the quiet pat- 
tern and remained just long enough for him to see it 
then flowed, vanished, gone out of all remembering for- 
; ever and so there was just memory, forever and incscap- 
|able, so long as there was flesh to titillate. And now he 
yvas about to get it, think it into words, so it w^as all right 
how and he turned to the window’ and, holding the open 
box carefully beneath and pinching the tablet in a 
folded cigarette paper betw^een thumb and finger he 
rubbed the tablet carefully into powder on one of the 
lower bars, catching the last dust in the box and wiping 
the bar with the cigarette paper, and emptied the box 
onto the floor and with his shoe-sole ground it into the 
lllust and old spittle and caked creosote until it had com- 
'pletely vanished and burned the cigarette paper and 
returned to the window. It w’as there, w’aiting, it was all 
right; it would stand to his hand when the moment 
icame. Now^ lie could see the light on the concrete hulk, 
in the poop porthole which he had called the kitchen for 
weeks now, as if he lived there, and now’ w’ith a prcliini- 
inary murmur in the palm the light offshore breeze be- 
gan, bringing wdth it the smell of swamp* and wild 
;jasmine, blowing on under the dying wx*st and the bright 
star; it was the night. vSo it wasn’t just memory. Memory 
was just half of it, it w^asn’t enough. But it must be some- 
[where, he thought. There's the waste. Not just me. At 
\least I think I doni mean just me. Hope J dont mean 
\just me. Let it he anyone, thinking of, remembering, the 
pody, the broad thighs and the hands that liked bitching 
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